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Abstract 
 
The Making of a Leader:  
A Phenomenological Study of the Lived Experiences of Women Who Have Served as 
President at U.S. Colleges and Universities 
 
 
Katrina L. Jackson, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, May 2015 
Chairperson: Kathy D. Geller 
Women in the position of president at U.S. colleges and universities have defied 
the odds.  Since the 1980s, the number of women presidents in colleges and universities 
has grown, increasing from 9.5% in 1986 to only 26.0% in 2011.  Although the 
percentage of women presidents of these institutions has increased, there is still an 
underrepresentation of women in the role of president (American Council on Education, 
2012). 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the reported and lived 
experiences of women who became college and university presidents, with the goal of 
creating a better understanding of the leadership skills, career paths and characteristics 
necessary for the next generation of women aspiring to these roles.  What emerged from 
this study expands the understanding of the journey and experiences women who have 
held the position of president endured to get to that position.  Characteristics such as 
integrity, trustworthiness, fairness, a collaborative nature, transparency, and preparedness 
were shared by the participants.  From their childhood experiences and influences to their 
career paths and challenges faced, their journey helps shed light on what the path has 
been and what the path may be.  Women in positions of president want to inspire other 
women and provided sound advice for future leaders.  This includes being a courageous 
leader, learning and building one network, and investing in oneself.  For those aspiring 
women who may one day become college and university presidents, the descriptions may 
provide hope and be used as a beacon to guide their path. 
The key findings illustrate women in the position of president have some similar 
personality characteristics and leadership qualities that support their success.  
Recommendations include creating a pipeline to support the movement of women faculty 
and administrators to the presidency, creating structured mentor opportunities, obtaining 
access to a broad network of individuals, seeking special project opportunities, and 
looking the part of a leader. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
This phenomenological study sought to explore the lived experiences of women 
who have succeeded in obtaining the position of president in U.S. colleges and 
universities.  The study focuses on how childhood environment and experiences, 
educational path, career paths, and direct and indirect influences (i.e., mentorships, role 
models, observations, etc.) have assisted in the development of successful female 
academic leaders.  Setting the context for this study is the desire to understand how 
female leaders learned to lead and to examine their career trajectory to the position of 
college or university president.  
Since the 1980s, the number of women presidents in colleges and universities has 
grown, increasing from 9.5% in 1986 to 26.0% in 2011.  Although the percentage of 
women presidents of these institutions has increased, there is still an underrepresentation 
of women in the role of President (American Council on Education [ACE], 2012).  Data 
from 2006 to 2012 reflects only a 3% increase for the most recent six-year span (ACE, 
2012).  The ACE 2012 study on seated American College Presidents indicates that one 
third or 34% of female college and university presidents emerged from chief academic 
officer roles (ACE, 2012).  It is important for women who desire access to executive 
roles within the academy to understand how the women who have succeeded in emerging 
via the administrative and academic pipeline to become a president gained access.  
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
While the number of women presidents in colleges and universities increased over 
270% from 1986 to 2011, the current total percentage of women presidents in 2012 was 
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only 26%.  There is still an underrepresentation of women in the role of president at 
U.S. colleges and universities, and more direction is needed to assist others aspiring to 
hold this position.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
This study sought to explore the phenomenon of women accessing and holding 
presidency positions in colleges and universities by studying those who have succeeded, 
seeking to understand how women who secured a college or university presidency have 
defied the odds.  There is a need to understand the sequence of choices these women 
made that led to their career success in order to inform other women who aspire to also 
hold executive positions in higher education (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005).  While previous 
studies focused on developing a better understanding of women college and university 
presidents’ experiences, the challenges they have faced, and the factors that have led to 
their promotion and success; researchers still point to the need for more information 
about women’s leadership experiences and career advancement (Caton, 2007; Grogan & 
Shakeshaft, 2011; Kampel, 2010; Rosynsky, 2003).  The purpose of this study was to 
explore the reported and lived experiences of women who became college and university 
presidents, with the goal of creating a better understanding of the leadership skills, career 
paths, and characteristics necessary for the next generation of women aspiring to these 
roles.  
Research Questions 
To guide this study, the following research questions were used:  
 What are the lived experiences of women who have attained the position of 
president in a college or university system?  
  
3 
 How do these women describe the essence of the experience of becoming a 
college or university president? 
 How do women college and university presidents describe “who they are” 
using the lens of leadership self-identity? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stance 
I begin with a rhetorical philosophy characterized by writing in a literary, 
informal style using the personal voice and uses qualitative terms and limited definitions 
(Creswell, 2003, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1998).  The writing in this study is personal and 
at times includes the first-person pronoun “I.”  
In conducting qualitative research, I take a social constructivist perspective.  
Social constructivism is a worldview that argues that the nature of reality is based on the 
individual and his or her beliefs and experiences.  Gergen (1985) stated, “From the 
constructionist position the process of understanding is not automatically driven by the 
forces of nature, but is the result of an active, cooperative enterprise of persons in 
relationship” (p. 267).  This perspective acknowledges “historical and cultural biases” as 
primary influences on the construction of an individual’s worldview and suggests that 
“Descriptions and explanations of the world themselves constitute forms of social action” 
(Gergen, 1985, pp. 267-268).  As a social constructivist, I recognize that when people tell 
stories of their lived experiences, certain phrases may be expressed through body 
movements, facial expressions, and gestures, and these actions further illuminate what the 
individual is communicating (Gergen, 1985).  Using the social constructivist paradigm 
helps the researcher better understand the world in which each individual participant lives 
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and works.  The social constructive paradigm aligns with the phenomenological 
research approach chosen; it is congruent with exploring the personal experiences of 
women who have become college and university presidents.     
Experiential Knowledge 
For as long as I can remember, I have been interested in finding out how certain 
women came to be in senior level positions.  I have wondered how they knew that this 
was what they wanted to do, and how they identified what was required of them to get 
there.  Being a first-generation college graduate, I have high-level aspirations.  I am in 
my early 30s and in reflecting on my journey to this place, I believe I have pushed myself 
to be the best I can be, and I have worked hard at succeeding no matter how difficult the 
task.  The biggest obstacle I now face in my career journey is not being sure if the steps I 
am taking are ones that will foster future professional success.  Pursuing a doctorate in 
higher education is entering an industry that is new and foreign to me; therefore, 
understanding the paths of other women who have reached the highest positions available 
in the academy may provide some insights and offer direction to explore in my new 
career focus.     
Beyond my own interest, I see many young women currently in school and listen 
to some of them speak to their hopes and career aspirations and the many questions they 
have.  For those young women aspiring to senior leadership roles in colleges and 
universities, I hope the findings of this phenomenological exploration may offer insight 
into the lived experiences of these women college and university presidents who emerge 
from the descriptions of their journeys and their stories.   
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Conceptual Framework 
A review of the literature and research on the university presidency indicates that 
there was a significant amount of research and publications in the 1980s and 1990s; 
however, since the beginning of the 21st century, research in this area has been limited.  
This recent 15-year gap suggests a need for new studies to update findings and further 
understanding of the field.  
The three streams of theory, research, and practice that frame the exploration of 
the research questions draw from research on: (a) the higher education presidency, (b) 
leadership self-identity theory, and (c) women in leadership.  Figure 1 provides a pictorial 
representation of the conceptual framework.  It introduces key authors in each stream that 
are discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework model. 
 
 
 
Higher education presidency.  Research on the college and university 
presidency creates a framework for understanding the role at the center of this study.  
Birnbaum (1988), writing on the university presidency, explained how leadership theories 
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become more effective.  Bolman and Gallos (2011) surveyed both male and female 
university presidents.  Drawing from an analysis of his research, he found that university 
presidents were often looked at as the imperial leaders of the organization and have 
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time to create a campus environment to: (a) clarify relationship and promote work, (b) 
focus talent and encourage cooperation, (c) promote respect and ethical practices when 
managing differences, and (d) incorporate everyday tasks with energy and passion.  
Birnbaum and Umbach (2001), Hertneky (2010), Bradley (2009), Kampel (2010), and 
Sanchez (2009) further explained the importance of the position of president and the 
expectations, duties, and characteristics needed by those filling those seats.  
Leadership self-identity.  The “self” in relation to leadership is important to 
understand as individuals occupy leadership roles in education and other arenas (Madsen, 
2007).  Schlenker (1985) defined identity as “a theory (schema) of an individual that 
describes, interrelates, and explains his or her relevant features, characteristics, and 
experiences” (p. 68).  Hiller (2005) introduced “leadership self-identity” noting, “The 
way we think about ourselves as leaders and what we believe leadership to be are 
important guides of subsequent thoughts and actions in the leadership domain” (p. iii).  
Klenke (2007) described the self-identity system as being comprised of self-awareness, 
self-efficacy, self-liking, and self-congruence, all of which are aligned with the 
development of a leader.  This stream reviews how individuals in leadership first examine 
how they view themselves and their abilities as individuals and next as leaders.  
Women in leadership.  Studying women in leadership roles is an important 
component to this research because it considers what is different about women.  This 
review of the theory, research, and practice of women in leadership delves into how 
women develop as leaders and overcome existing barriers to advancement.  It also 
explores the need for women to be professionally prepared, as it may be a significant and 
contributing factor to how women attain success.  The literature indicates that both 
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leadership styles and the need for work-life balance are very important to women 
leaders (Koneck, 2006; Levitt, 2010).  Koneck (2006) suggested that women want to go 
where they can see progress and leave their mark while being able to balance work-life 
demands; therefore, she suggests women seek institutions that will allow them to be more 
flexible, yet impactful.   
Levitt (2010) noted that women are obtaining educational degrees at the highest 
rate ever, citing a 2001 report issued by the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics that 
“indicated that women . . . earned 51% of all bachelor’s degrees, 45% of all advanced 
degrees, 42% of all doctoral degrees and 43% of all professional degrees” (as cited in 
Levitt, 2010, p. 66).  More recent data from the U.S. Census’s (2012) 2009 data showed 
an increase in the number of degrees awarded to women.  Women earned 58.7% of all 
degrees obtained in the U.S., 57.2% of all bachelor’s degrees, 60.4% of all advanced 
degrees, 52.4% of all doctoral degrees, and 48.9% of all professional degrees (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012).  Levitt (2010) concluded these statistics indicated a significant 
number of women in the workforce were ready to assume leadership roles.  This stream 
reviews the specific skills of women in leadership.  
Research in each stream is discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2.  These 
streams will support the current research study by providing pertinent and relevant data 
drawn from prior research studies highlighting their findings.  Discussing the higher 
education presidency, women in senior leadership, and leadership self-identity will assist 
in focusing the research and highlighting key areas in the development of a leader and 
preparing her for the position of president in U.S. colleges and universities.    
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Definition of Terms 
The following definitions are intended to provide clarity by placing the terms in 
the context of this study. 
Gender-Identity 
An individual sense and experience of one’s own gender 
Good Old Boy Network 
An informal group of men in leadership positions for recruiting and hiring top 
management (Klein, 2000) 
Imposter Syndrome/Phenomenon 
A psychological phenomenon in which people are unable to internalize their 
accomplishments.  Despite external evidence of their competence, those with the 
syndrome remain convinced that they are frauds and do not deserve the success 
they have achieved (Clance & Imes, 1978). 
Leader 
An individual who inspires, motivates, instills trust in, and drives an organization 
forward (Bennis, 1989) 
Leadership Self-Identity 
“The way we think about ourselves as leaders and what we believe leadership to 
be are important guides of subsequent thoughts and actions in the leadership 
domain” (Hiller, 2005, p. iii). 
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Mentor/Mentoring 
A reciprocal relationship between an advanced career incumbent (or past 
incumbent) and a beginner (protégé) designed to promote the career development 
of both (Growe & Montgomery, 2000; Kampel, 2010). 
Phenomenology 
A research methodology that reduces individual experiences with a phenomenon 
to a description of the universal essence of ordinary conscious experiences in 
everyday life (the life-world); a description of things (the essential structures of 
consciousness) as one experiences them (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). 
Self-Identity 
The idea of self-discovery stability related to individual social behavior, which is 
the result of research done on rational behavioral patterns known as self-schemas 
(Markus, 1977). 
Social Identity 
Each participant’s view of the group they belong to or associate with is because of 
some emotional and value significance placed on their membership into a 
particular group (Tajfel, 1982) 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
It was the researcher’s assumption that since there are more female students than 
male students graduating with bachelor’s degrees from colleges and universities and there 
are equal numbers of doctoral graduates entering faculty roles at the Assistant Professor 
level, there should be increasing opportunity for more female leaders to assume senior 
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roles in our institutions.  A second assumption that framed this research was that there 
is historical bias when hiring for the position of President that has favored men.  While 
26% of the incumbents of college and university presidents are now women, it would 
seem there remains opportunity for more equality.  
The researcher has observed that women who obtained executive positions in 
various organizations appear to have commonalities and differences.  Drawing from 
personal experience, most of the women the researcher has encountered in the executive 
role came up through the “ranks” of an organization, while many men have been brought 
in from the outside for positions.  Based on these observations, the researcher assumed 
that women who have become college or university presidents have strong resumes, 
assertive personalities, are goal-oriented, and likely have experiences as a professor and 
in various administrative capacities within higher education.  A final key assumption 
made was that those who are invited to participate in this study would agree and they 
would be willing to discuss their personal lives and professional experiences.  
The researcher recognized these assumptions and experiences, through the 
process of epoche (or bracketing), with a goal to take a fresh perspective toward the 
phenomenon being examined (Moustakas, 1994).  In an effort to bracket personal views, 
the researcher first reflected on her own experiences with the phenomenon in her 
researcher’s journal with a goal to recognize further biases and to be aware of related 
reactions.   
Limitations 
There were several foundational limitations of this research study.  First, as this is 
a qualitative study, the number of participants did not exceed 12, limiting the 
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generalizability of the findings.  Finally, due to the location of the campus president 
within the U.S., there were limitations with face-to-face access with the targeted 
participants.  For those interviewed in other locations, the data were gathered by the use 
of SKYPE rather than in-person interviews.  This may have resulted in the loss of ability 
to observe the body language of the speaker and required special attention to tone of 
voice and other verbal indicators.  
Summary 
Throughout the United States, a growing but limited number of women are      
serving as college and university presidents.  While women may have met the 
requirement to obtain leadership positions such as president in colleges and universities, 
their ability to obtain these roles is still limited.  Through the use of interviews, the 
researcher explored the lived experiences of women who are seated or retired college and 
university presidents and sought to answer: “How do these women describe the essence 
of the experiences of becoming a college or university president?” and “How do they 
describe “who they are” using the lens of leadership self-identity?”  The findings and 
conclusions of this research offer additional insight to those who seek similar roles.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
Women make up 26% of all seated college and university presidents and serve 
largely in community college settings.  Each woman who holds the position of president 
in a college or university has a story about the road she traveled to be hired into and 
successfully serve in this position.  Her story may incorporate the impact of her 
educational background, childhood environment, the path through past positions, 
recognition of people who supported her in her journey, and the personal and professional 
goals that served as guides.  
The problem that framed this study is that there continues to be an 
underrepresentation of women in the role of president at U.S. colleges and universities, 
and more direction is needed to assist others aspiring to hold this position.  Those women 
who have secured a president position in a college or university have defied the odds.  
Researchers point to the need for more information about these women’s leadership 
experiences and career advancement (Kampal, 2010; O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005; 
Rosynsky, 2003).  They suggest that to focus on obtaining a better understanding of 
women presidents’ experiences, the challenges faced, and the factors to inform others 
who aspire to similar positions, there is a need to understand the patterns or sequence of 
choices that led to the career success (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005).  
The three streams of scholarly literature that frame the exploration of the research 
questions are: (a) higher education presidency, (b) women in senior leadership, and (c) 
leadership self-identity theory.  The theory, research, and practice on the higher education 
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presidency create a centering framework for this study.  Next, research on women in 
senior leadership is reviewed and both the development and barriers a woman likely faces 
if planning to access or currently holding this role are discussed.  Lastly, literature on 
leadership self-identity offers a unique understanding of success specific to each 
individual.  Each of these streams of theory, research, and practice are discussed in detail 
in the following sections.  
Literature Review 
Higher Education Presidency 
Since the late 1600s and the establishment of higher learning institutions, 
university and college presidents have traditionally been Caucasian males with most in 
their mid- to late 60s (ACE, 2007).  Reflecting in 1986, 90.5% of university and college 
presidencies were held by men and women at that time held 9.5%.  In a recent study 
conducted by ACE (2012) on university and college presidents, the percentage of women 
in the position of president rose to 26.4%.  In 2011, the demography of college or 
university presidents was Caucasian (87%), male (73.6%), with an average age of 60.7 
(ACE, 2012).  The positions held immediately before the move to president reflected that 
one third were chief academic officers or provosts; one third had previously been a 
college or university president, CEO, or chancellor; and finally, one-third came from 
other positions including senior government officials, senior K-12 administrators, or from 
the medical or legal profession (ACE, 2012).  Thirty percent of those serving as president 
had not held a faculty role prior to assuming the presidency (ACE, 2012).  The diversity 
of these backgrounds suggests that those who assume the complex role of president do so 
with a wide range of prior experiences. 
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The complex role of president.  Leading an academic organization is a 
complex endeavor to undertake (Birnbaum, 2001; Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Cohen & 
March, 1974; Ross & Green, 1998; Ross, Green, & Henderson, 1993).  As previously 
mentioned, the research on the role of the president was significant from 1970.  ACE 
(2012) defined the key roles of university and college presidents as budgeting, 
fundraising, planning, developing community relations, and balancing unity among 
faculty and staff.  Speaking to the importance of the role, Rhodes (1998) suggested, “The 
college presidency is one of the most influential of all positions because the future leaders 
of the world sit in our classrooms . . . [which is where] the foundation of the future is 
created” (p. 12).  Sanchez (2009) further indicated that: 
regardless of the background a president or CEO has, this individual must have a 
clear understanding that a university president is at the center of all the 
action…[and] is making the decisions that potentially have significant impacts on 
the institution and all of its constituencies. (p. 19) 
 
Speaking to decision making, Bolman and Gallos (2011) concluded that a leader’s 
success is based on the quality of his or her decisions and the process and actions taken to 
get there. 
Researchers have studied the role of college and university president over the 
recent 40 years.  Cohen and March (1974) offer a perspective of the university presidency 
that may reflect the decade of unrest and political opposition that occurred in the 1960s 
and early 1970s.  They suggested that the position of the university president was not one 
based on power, but rather was a position based on responding to the actions of others.  
“The American college presidency is a reactive job.  Presidents define their role as a 
responsive one.  They worry about the concerns of trustees, community leaders, students, 
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faculty members, law enforcement officials” (Cohen & March, 1974, p. 1).  They also 
suggested that the structure of higher learning institutions was as an organized anarchy.  
The American college or university is a prototypic organized anarchy . . . Its 
major participants wander in and out of the organization.  These factors do not 
make a university a bad organization or a disorganized one; but they do make it a 
problem to describe, understand, and lead. (Cohen & March, 1974, p. 3) 
 
Cohen and March (1974) concluded that their 
examination of images of what the presidency should be, indicates that there does 
not seem to be a clear core of objectives that presidents should pursue and 
consequently, no clear set of attributes that will assure success and neither is there 
a well-defined model of the presidential job. (p. 57) 
 
They suggested that the presidency is (a) parochial, (b) honorific, (c) conventional, and 
(d) heroic.  They recognized that despite systematic challenges, a “leader with a purpose 
can operate within an organization that is without one” (Cohen & March, 1974, p. 205). 
The role of the college and university president may have been impacted by 
several competing factors such as the focus and mission of the institution, student and 
faculty issues, as well as laws and environmental factors.  In two studies, Kerr (1984) and 
Kerr and Gade (1986) discussed the changing roles of college and university presidents.  
They suggested that the academic presidency was weakened by many forces, including: 
(a) national and state government control; (b) increased faculty involvement in 
governance; (c) greater student involvement; (d) increased fractionalization of academic 
programs; (e) added demands from special interest groups; (f) a decline in university 
community and a corresponding decline in shared goals and visions, decreased 
acceptance of authority roles in general; and g) the increased specialization of research.  
Kerr (1984) concluded that the strengthening of presidential leadership is one of the most 
urgent concerns on the agenda of higher education. 
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Over time, higher learning institutions and the role of the college and university 
presidency appeared to be evolving.  Kamm (1982) suggested three significant shifts in 
the role of the president: (a) the earlier autocratic style of presidents has been largely 
replaced by a participative style in which people, both on and off the campus, share to a 
far greater extent in the institution’s governance and administration; (b) past presidents 
possessed scholarly credentials as great teachers or researchers, it appeared to be 
evolving to where less attention is paid to these credentials; and (c) presidents had far 
greater opportunity in earlier days to be entrepreneurs.   
Kamm (1982) concluded that the increasing complexity of the modern university 
required a different style of leadership with a shift more toward managerial leadership 
and away from academic leadership.   
Universities today are exceedingly complex institutions; that in fulfilling their 
multiple purposes, the president has to count on the contribution of many 
managers and leaders.  In large measure, he or she will be the silent leader of a 
large and aggressive team of experts. (Kamm, 1982, p. 61) 
 
He also noted there was still the need for the president to provide leadership to 
academics.  “An academic leader champions the broad cause of education in a free 
society. He or she brings about educational development” (Kamm, 1982, p. 136).   
Academic institutions have a unique set of needs due to the complexity of their 
organizational architecture.  These include rules, roles, policies, procedures, technologies, 
coordinating mechanisms, and environmental linkages.  Bolman and Gallos (2011) 
suggested that university presidents have often been looked at as the imperial leaders of 
the organization who were frequently disconnected from many of the faculty.  Bolman 
and Gallos also suggested that in their role, academic leaders needed to: (a) clarify 
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relationships and promote work, (b) focus talent and encourage cooperation, (c) 
promote respect and ethical practices when managing differences, and (d) integrate 
everyday tasks with energy and passion.  Drawing from their research, Bolman and 
Gallos concluded that university and college presidents require both self-reflection and 
constantly looking at new ways of thinking and leading. 
Rhodes’s (1998), Bolman and Gallos’s (2011), Kamm’s (1982), Kerr’s (1984), 
and Sanchez’s (2009) studies were similar in their description of the president’s position 
as being complex and centered around action.  There were many external forces and 
diverse constituencies to manage when holding the position of president.  The position 
required leadership style shifts from autocrat to facilitator, depending on the organization 
and issues being addresses.  College and university presidents also need to balance the 
position by providing both academic leadership and organizational savvy to their 
institution (Kamm, 1982).  Cohn and March (1974) somewhat differently described the 
president’s position as being reactionary, and therefore problematic, due to the 
uncertainty of issues that arise in these organizations.  Although Cohen and March’s 
perspective on the role of the president in colleges and universities was developed during 
a time of social unrest and political opposition, their findings were similar to what still 
exists today.  There is still no clear roadmap to guide a viable and competent candidate in 
being selected for the position of president in a U.S. college or university.    
Selection of university and college presidents.  The selection of a college or 
university president appears to be no easy task.  There are processes and policy 
considerations that must be taken into account before a selection is made.  Birnbaum 
(1988) conducted a meta-analysis of the existing literature surrounding the selection of 
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university and college presidents finding that “there is no single model that is 
universally followed, and differences may be seen based on institutional type, the reasons 
for the vacancy (resignation, death, retirement, or firing of a predecessor), or the 
traditions of a specific institution” (Birnbaum, 1988, p. 490).  He suggested that the 
selection process for the college and university presidency generally begins with the 
actions of the Board of Trustees, noting that the board is responsible for providing the 
search committee with the criteria for the type of person that would best suit the 
institution.  It is through the presidential selection process that many institutions discover 
or realign their organizational goals by examining their mission and identifying common 
ground regarding the vision for the institution (Birnbaum, 1988).  “The selection process 
in higher education also takes longer, considers a greater number of candidates, and 
involves many more constituent groups than is typical in other organizational settings” 
(Birnbaum, 1988, p. 491).  Birnbaum concluded that a “presidential search in higher 
education is an important and necessary process.  It provides people with a sense of 
participating in important decisions and thereby lessens power differences in the 
organization” (p. 506).   
After examining and analyzing the career paths of college and university 
presidents, the relationship between their career types and institutional types, and their 
relationship between the career path and the personal characteristics of presidents, 
Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) identified the requisite skills and expectations of those 
hired as college and university presidents.  They suggested that selection committees seek 
a visionary and dynamic leader with superb academic credentials and a track record of 
successful leadership in a world-class institution.  They noted that the person sought 
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highly values both research and teaching and has the ability to develop and promote a 
vision based on the unique identity of the institution.  They went on to indicate that 
desired candidates have the essential ability to drive institutional excellence 
academically, administratively, and financially.  Further reflecting the complexity of the 
role, they suggested that the successful candidate combines an understanding of mission; 
a commitment to cutting-edge research; and the ability to inspire and relate to students, 
faculty, staff, alumni, trustees, and other university stakeholders.  Different from other 
research on the career paths of presidents, their research indicated that candidates must 
have an earned doctorate, a record as a distinguished teacher and scholar, and the 
academic credentials necessary for appointment as a full professor. 
Career path to the presidency.  Exploring career paths that have led to the 
presidency may provide information and direction to those “seeking normative 
information as part of their search process and to potential candidates interested in 
checking their preparation and aspirations against current realities in academe” 
(Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 204).  Birnbaum and Umbach stated, “Understanding 
career paths leading to the presidency is significant because not all candidates may be 
given serious consideration at all types of institutions” (p. 204).  The presidential search 
is a process by which candidates and institutions assess their degree of social match 
(Birnbaum, 1988; Cohen & March, 1974).  Candidates gain reputations because of 
personal, educational, and professional characteristics; vacancies attract attention through 
their ability to satisfy the desire for upward mobility of presidential candidates.  
Candidates are restricted in the kinds of institutions at which they can reasonably expect 
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to be considered, and institutions can expect to attract only a subset of potential 
applicants (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 204).   
Dennison (2001) suggested that modern college or university presidents exhibited 
a career orientation rather than a commitment to a particular institution, noting that 
Presidents work at continually positioning themselves for the next move.  “Presidents no 
longer have much time for teaching and learning, but focus instead on managing the very 
complex bureaucracy of the institution and on fund-raising . . . administrative, not 
academic, experience counts today; and presidents move from one school to another” 
(Dennison, 2001, p. 274).  He noted that the shortened tenure of presidents has had a 
negative impact on how the university presidency is perceived.  Although moving from 
one school to another offers experience for the individual, the culture of the institution 
has been disrupted by the shifts in leadership.  Those who aspire to the presidency 
identified three approaches to the position of university president.  These included (a) 
aspiring leaders who seek to make a difference in their present institution and feel 
dissatisfied are sought out for a new opportunity and therefore take the opportunistic 
approach; (b) aspiring leaders being in the right place at the right time, referred to as 
serendipity, with no planned approach; and (c) aspiring leaders who progress with a 
planned approach (Dennison, 2001).   
Researchers agreed that it was a common practice for administrators and faculty 
to purposely move from one institution to another to gain experiences as they advance in 
their professional careers (Burton, 1986; Cohen & March, 1974; Ferrari, 1970).  The 
“career path leading to the presidency is significant because of its impact on how the 
president is perceived and how he or she operates” (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001 p. 206).  
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Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) suggested that most college presidents come from two 
major types of career paths: traditional and non-traditional (see Figure 2).   
 
Figure 2. Career paths of college presidents. 
 
 
 
Traditional career paths include “presidents whose professional trajectory 
suggests a commitment to higher education” (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 205).  
Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) suggested that within the traditional career path, there are 
two paths, “scholar” and “steward.”  The scholar path is for those presidents who have 
had full-time teaching experience in higher education and their previous two positions 
were in higher education.  This is considered the normal path to the presidency 
(Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001; Cohen & March, 1974).  The steward path is for those 
presidents whose prior two positions were in higher education administration and they 
have never held a teaching position in higher education.   
Non-traditional career paths included “presidents whose careers have alternated 
between higher education and external positions and who have had no previous higher 
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education experiences” (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 205).  Birnbaum and Umbach 
(2001) suggested that within the non-traditional career path there are two paths, 
“spanner” and “stranger.”  The spanner career path crosses multiple boundaries and likely 
includes higher education, as well as other types of organizations or institutions.  Stranger 
path presidents have never taught and never held a position in higher education.  Instead, 
stranger presidents came from business, military, politics, or government experience 
(Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001; Cohen & March, 1974).  Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) 
found that 89.0% of all presidents followed the traditional paths of scholar or steward.  
In more recent research on career paths to the presidency, Sanchez (2009) 
conducted a quantitative study with 200 university presidents to better understand their 
career paths and demographic profiles and provided a comprehensive and descriptive 
profile of the position.  Based on the demographics of his respondents, he concluded that 
the average university president is Caucasian (83%), closer to 60 years of age or older 
(87%), and held a doctorate degree (97%).  Seventy percent (70%) of Sanchez’s 
participants were married and 81% had followed an academic career path.  Based on his 
findings and conclusions, Sanchez (2009) recommended for those aspiring to be president 
that they: 
 Accept the responsibility of a career development process while seeking, and 
accepting opportunities that will sharpen the managerial and leadership skills.  
 Be responsible for the professional grooming and professional development 
that will allow that opportunity.  
 Make an effort to expand current job skill levels, to include financial 
management, communications, human resource management, strategic planning, 
policy development, and leadership.  
 Recognize that an on-going professional development for administrators and 
educational leaders is vital. (p. 79) 
  
  
24 
Understanding the research on career paths of college and university presidents 
may offer a baseline and criteria for the selection process of future presidents at higher 
learning institutions.  Birnbaum and Umbach’s (2001) study delved heavily into the 
importance of the selection process and characteristics of a college or university 
president.  Their study also identified that most successful candidates fit into either 
traditional or non-traditional career paths.  Dennison’s (2001) and Sanchez’s (2008) 
studies reinforced Birnbaum and Umbach’s (2001) conclusions and suggested the 
importance of potential candidates more effectively positioning themselves for 
opportunities by serving in leadership roles at various institutions, rather than at a single 
institution.  Understanding each institution and selection committee will have their own 
criteria and selection processes, candidates successful in securing the position of 
president normally have had diverse backgrounds that include strong academic or 
business management (Dennison, 2001).   
Encouraging diversity in the presidency.  Learning to be a leader incorporates 
various elements and learned competencies through formal education and environmental 
factors.  Kampel (2010) conducted a qualitative study, exploring the “perception of 
women college presidents regarding how they learned to be academic leaders in higher 
education” (p. 1).  Her study included 12 participants and focused on four elements of 
their personal and professional development: (a) early home influence, (b) formal 
education, (c) informal training programs, and (d) experiential learning.  Kampel 
identified that her motivation to pursue this topic was to “determine how women learn the 
skills necessary to lead as well as to examine the paths to leadership” (p. 1).  She 
concluded: 
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That while women may be able to achieve positions of leadership, the path is 
narrower, the glass ceiling still exists, and in some cases, the model of leadership 
continues to be male . . . and although women have come a fair distance, there 
[are] still obstacles to overcome. (p. 196) 
 
She suggested further research was needed in this area of study and should 
include community college presidents since more women have obtained positions of 
president at these types of institutions.  Finally, Kampel recommended institutions should 
put in place policies and procedures that will assist more women in obtaining “tenure 
track positions, earn tenure, become eligible for promotion and gain access to leadership 
positions” (p. 200).  Multiple researchers (ACE, 2006; Caton, 2007; Grogan & 
Shakeshaft, 2011; Rosynsky, 2003) suggested that women appear not to have “equal 
access to many of the paths that would culminate in presidencies” (Kampel, 2010, p. 
200).      
Hertneky (2008) conducted a narrative study that examined the career paths, 
mentoring relationships, leadership style, and the role of women college and university 
presidents.  He interviewed 12 female university and college presidents and allowed them 
to tell their stories about their lived experience during their presidency.  The themes that 
emerged within the component of core identity characteristics were (a) working with 
others, (b) self as leader, (c) service to the institution, (d) self-assessment, (e) presentation 
of self, and (f) learning and teaching.  “These themes were common to all participants” 
(Hertneky, 2008, p. 84).  Hertneky also identified five characteristics for being a 
successful president.  Specifically, he found that (a) having the ability to build 
relationships with others, (b) participating in a network of support, (c) balancing work 
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and home life, (d) becoming a driver of change, and (e) recognizing the importance of 
planning career goals were essential to the position.  
Bradley (2009) conducted a quantitative, comparative study on the career paths, 
barriers, and professional experiences of African American and White community 
college presidents and also examined strategies for recruiting minority administrators.  
After analyzing data from 105 participants, Bradley (2009) found that there were 
significant differences in the demographics of community college presidents in relation to 
both marital status and graduating institutions.  A doctoral degree was still the “defining 
criterion in assuming the role of community college president” (Bradley, 2009, p. 60).  
Bradley also noted that there were not any significant differences in the career paths, 
identified barriers encountered on the pathway to presidency, and gender discrimination 
for African American and White community college presidents.  “Over 31% of African 
American . . . respondents had encountered gender discrimination and over 29% of White 
. . . respondents had encountered gender discrimination” (Bradley, 2009, p. 67).  
However, there were significant differences in regard to racial discrimination.  Bradley 
found that “70% of African American community college respondents indicated racial 
discrimination as a barrier they encountered on their paths to the presidency” (p. 67).  He 
noted that both African American and Caucasian community college presidents indicated 
that diverse search committee make-up was most successful for recruiting minority 
candidates.  Finally, Bradley recommended that further research was needed in regard to 
gender discrimination, specifically of women, to advance institutional diversity in the 
presidency and in assisting other potential female community college presidents.    
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Summary.  The position of college or university president has historically been 
and continues to be occupied by Caucasian men age 60 and above (ACE, 2012).  
Researchers noted that the role of the president in higher learning institutions was 
complex and one of the most influential positions in the organization (Birnbaum, 2001; 
Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Cohen & March, 1974; Rhodes, 1998; Ross & Green, 1998).  
Sanchez (2009) and Bolman and Gallos (2011) argued that college and university 
presidents’ decisions directly impact the future of the organization and the future of the 
students who attend.  
Understanding the career paths of those who have been successful in securing the 
position of president is important because it may assist those aspiring to be in the 
position.  Career paths also serve to identify the strengths of examined participants and 
assist institutions in identifying candidates.  Dennison (2001) argued that it is best for 
potential college and university presidents to have gained experience from multiple 
institutions to gain a wider perspective of what higher learning institutions may need and 
be better equipped to offer solutions.  Diversity of a college or university president may 
come in various ways.  It may be through ethnicity, work experience, backgrounds, 
education, or environmental influences.  However it is obtained, it has contributed to how 
a leader learns how to lead and can be beneficial to any organization (Birnbaum & 
Umbach, 2001; Bradley, 2009; Hertneky, 2008; Kampel, 2010).  Finally, although 
women have been gaining more access, there continued to be recognized gender bias that 
has limited the number of women successfully securing these positions (Bradley, 2009).  
The next stream offers understanding of the strengths and characteristics of women in 
senior leadership roles.  
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Leadership Self-Identity Theory 
Leadership self-identity theory is a concept that has allowed individuals to self-
evaluate patterns or generalizations in their behavior based on past experiences.  Hiller 
(2005) introduced leadership self-identity as, “the way we think about ourselves as 
leaders and what we believe leadership to be are important guides of subsequent thoughts 
and actions in the leadership domain” (p. iii).  Astin and Leland (1991) suggested, 
“leaders emerge from the critical interplay of personal values and commitments, special 
circumstances or historical influences, and personal events that motivate and mobilize 
people’s actions” (p. 66).  Understanding “self” is an important component to this study 
since participant data are based on participants’ lived experiences and told to the 
researcher from a “self” point of view.  
Self-schemata/schema.  Looking introspectively and retrospectively at self in 
regard to leadership has helped provide clarity and confidence in becoming a leader.  
“Self-schemata are cognitive generalizations about self, derived from past experience, 
that organize and guide the processing of self-related information contained in the 
individual’s social experience” (Markus, 1977, p. 63).  The purpose of this mixed 
methods study was to determine and identify participants’ self-schemata to gain a deeper 
understanding of participants’ self by examining patterns of behaviors.  Markus (1977) 
found that the development of a self-schema is a process that occurs over time, hence, the 
importance of past experience.  Looking at patterns of behavior through the lens of self 
over a period of time allowed individuals to quickly assess or judge themselves in 
predicting the likelihood of similar future behavior (Markus).   
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Markus (1977) concluded that since schemata are developed from past 
experiences in specific events or situations and cognitive generalizations from repetitious 
behaviors, an individual would not be able to identify his or her self-schema without 
encountering or experiencing those elements.  Individual actions and behaviors generally 
have a framework of operation that can be categorized and organized and “may be used 
as a basis for future judgments, decision, inferences or predictions about the self” 
(Markus, p. 64).  College and university presidents were not only considered leaders in 
their respective organizations, but have also been considered leaders in the field of higher 
learning.  For a leader, identifying and determining their self-schema would be beneficial 
for their future by helping them remain consistent in how they lead, therefore making 
them more marketable and dependable to their respective and prospective organizations.     
Self-identity.  An important component to understanding leadership is also the 
ability to understand self.  Hiller (2005) introduced leadership self-identity in a 
quantitative study with 685 participants.  The purpose of his study was to examine how 
individuals perceived themselves as leaders (origins), the effect of their perceptions on 
how they led (outcomes), and what individuals thought leadership is (orientation toward 
leadership).  Leadership experiences were measured by the number of times a task was 
completed or how long individuals were performing tasks (Hiller, 2005; Tesluk & Jacobs, 
1998).  The results of Hiller’s study indicated leadership self-identity dimensions were 
most closely associated with the quality of previous leadership experience and a desire to 
lead.  Reinforcing previous research, Hiller’s (2005) findings indicated that individuals 
with leadership experience, a desire and duty to lead, a positive sense of self, and who 
considered themselves to have the traits of a leader were more likely to see themselves as 
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leaders.  While noting that not all experiences were equal, a key element to individuals 
viewing themselves as leaders was having the opportunity to obtain leadership experience 
(Hiller, 2005).  
Hall (2004) suggested that leadership paired with self-awareness (identity) and 
adaptability (also known as meta-competencies) helped individuals develop new 
competencies.  “It is the person’s sense of identity that, by definition, helps her evaluate 
herself” (Hall, 2004, p. 154).  Taking time to acknowledge and evaluate self-awareness 
brought about mindfulness of actions and behaviors and awareness of how others may 
perceive or be impacted by those actions and behaviors.  Hall noted, “thus, we see the 
two facets of self-awareness, the internal (recognizing one’s own inner state) and the 
external (recognizing one’s impact on others)” (p. 155).  Depending on the reactions and 
results particular actions and behaviors bring, leaders or potential leaders have had a 
better or stronger sense about what actions and behaviors lead to success.  They have also 
had a better or strong sense of identity (Hall, 2004).  The work of Hall (2004), Hertneky 
(2008), and Hiller (2005) build on earlier work on leadership and self-identity.  As 
Hertneky (2008) described in his dissertation on the leadership self-identity of women 
college presidents, it was evident that “identity changes and develops over the course of a 
career, life transitions, and key experiences, as one integrates various sub-identities while 
building a personal network and relational support” (Hertneky, 2008, p. 17).  These 
concepts are further explored in the following segments.  
Leadership self-identity model.  The leadership self-identity model offered a 
process for identifying leadership development for individuals based on their 
experiences.  Komives, Owen, Longerbeam, Mainella, and Osteen (2005) conducted a 
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grounded theory study focused on the creation of leadership self-identity.  The study 
identified five categories of developing a leadership identity: (a) developmental 
influences, (b) developing self, (c) group influences, (d) changing view of self with 
others, and (e) a broadening view of leadership.  Developmental influences can include 
adult influences, peer influences, meaningful involvement, and reflective learning, and 
these influences may change over time (Komives et al., 2005).  
Komives, Mainella, Longerbeam, Osteen, and Owen (2006) used the earlier 
research (Komives et al., 2005) to develop the Leadership Identity Development (LID) 
model as an application of the grounded theory study.  Thirteen students were identified 
as practicing a relational approach to leadership.  There were three one-hour interviews 
conducted with each participant to provide details about his or her life history, seeking to 
explain how each person came to see him or herself as leaders, exploring the experience, 
and reflecting on the meaning of the experience (Komives et al., 2006).  Analysis of these 
interviews resulted in a model of leadership identity with six stages.  
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Note: Adapted from Komives et al. (2006, pp. 406-412). 
 
Figure 3. Stages of leadership development. 
 
 
 
The LID model assists in defining one’s leadership identity by outlining the relationships 
and significant experiences that impact a person’s actions and behaviors at each stage.   
Onorato (2010) used the LID model in a qualitative case study exploring the 
development of leadership identity with a select group of Hispanic women.  Working 
with 11 self-identified women involved in selected leadership programs at a southeastern 
university, Onorato asked participants to identify and describe their individual leadership 
priorities.  Five themes emerged: (a) encouraging relationships, (b) developing 
meaningful experiences, (c) self-development, (d) the role of gender, and (e) impact of 
ethnicity.  The use of the LID model offered a process that allowed people to understand 
the development of leadership identity.  The model is gaining momentum in the academe 
(Komives et al., 2006; Onorato, 2010).  
Stages of Leadership 
Developmental Influences
Stage1: Awareness (recognition that leaders exist and leadership is happening around self)
Stage 2: Exploration/Engagement (getting involved and experiencing groups)
Stage 3: Leader Identified (in groups, awareness of hierarchial structure in relationships within)
Stage 4: Leadership Differentiated (viewing leadership as a shared group process)
Stage 5: Generativity (commitment to developing leadership in others and responsibility for self)
Stage 6: Integration/Synthesis (acknowledging personal capacity for leadership as a life long 
process)
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Mindfulness.  While leadership self-identity influences thoughts and actions, 
mindfulness suggests that many actions and behaviors were derived and determined by 
internal beliefs and values.  Hertneky (2008) conducted a qualitative study with 12 
women college presidents and suggested that individuals who think of themselves as 
leaders usually have actions and behaviors that reflect leadership characteristics.  
Leadership self-identity may be useful in recognizing the influences and elements that 
contributed to a college and university president’s leadership approach and style.  
Hertneky concluded that participants “made mindful choices in their career, choosing 
jobs and opportunities that looked interesting and where they could learn something new 
and make a contribution” (Hertneky, 2008, p. 155).  These choices were important to 
their success and growth.  Hertneky suggested that future research with more women 
college presidents would further strengthen the concept of leadership self-identity in 
general and further clarify the characteristics associated with the leadership self-identity 
of women college presidents.  Additionally Hertneky recommended it would be 
beneficial to interview women college presidents after they have left office and are no 
longer in a formal leadership role, seeking to explore how their reflection on their 
leadership self-identity shifted after the culmination of the experience. 
Leadership self-identity development.  Leadership self-identity is a process that 
is ongoing and takes place over a lifetime.  Life experiences, personal and professional, 
provide opportunities for growth and new competencies to be developed.  Madsen (2007) 
conducted a qualitative phenomenological research study with 10 university presidents.  
The study was designed to “investigate their perceptions and experiences related to the 
lifetime development of leadership skills, abilities, and competencies” (Madsen, 2007, p. 
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99).  Factors such as childhood personalities, school, influential individuals, and 
significant events and challenges were explored.  Madsen concluded from this 
exploration that participants were generally “obedient, reflective, observant, smart, self-
directed, competitive, and moderately to highly confident . . . [and it] was important for 
them to live up to their own expectations and those of significant adults around them” (p. 
99).  His research suggested that the development of individual leadership characteristics 
begins as early as childhood.  Participants were active in a variety of activities as 
children, which contributed to the learning and development of their own leadership 
skills and competencies (Madsen, 2007).  
Authentic leadership.  Leadership is commonly described through an 
individual’s leadership style.  However, in studying leadership self-identity, authentic 
leadership appeared to be the more appropriate term to describe leadership, as it better 
aligned with the development of self-discovery and using natural or innate abilities to 
lead others (George, 2003).  George (2003) suggested, “leadership begins and ends with 
authenticity.  It’s being yourself; being the person you were created to be. . . . It is about 
developing the image or persona of a leader” (p. 87).  Being yourself allowed a person to 
be consistent in how he or she would handle people and situations.  This type of leader 
would not be easily swayed.  “Those who are too responsive to the desires of others are 
likely to be whipsawed by competing interests, too quick to deviate from their course or 
unwilling to make difficult decisions for fear of offending” (p. 88).  Although it may be 
difficult, a leader standing for her own decisions would learn to trust her own instincts 
and develop an authentic leadership self-identity.  An authentic leader will need to 
modify or adjust her leadership style to fit each organization and various types of people 
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that need to be addressed, as it is “integral to your development as a leader” (George, 
2003, p. 89).   
George (2003) suggested there are five essential dimensions or qualities that have 
been representative of an authentic leader: “(a) understanding their purpose, (b) 
practicing solid values, (c) leading with heart, (d) establishing close and enduring 
relationships and (e) demonstrating self-discipline” (p. 92).  These qualities are 
imperative to being a successful leader; they also help a person learn who she is as a 
leader and how to honor her own style of leadership.   
Klenke (2007) conducted a qualitative study on the role of authentic leadership 
through the lenses of self-identity, leader identity, and spiritual identity.  Klenke found 
that understanding “self” is important because there is “an array of possible selves such 
as an “ideal self” (how we would like to be), and “ought self” (how we think we should 
be), and the “actual self” (p. 77).  “These possible selves” were future-oriented schemata 
of what we think we could potentially become” (p. 77).  It appeared that authentic 
leadership has been key to developing through the stages of leadership self-identity.  
Summary.  Leadership self-identity is an ongoing and continuous process of 
establishing a leadership style that is specific to each individual based on past 
experiences.  It is “a time of continual, active engagement with leadership as a daily 
process—as a part of self identity” (Komives et al., 2005, p. 607).  Developing awareness 
of self results from looking at oneself both introspectively and retrospectively and 
determining patterns and characteristics that represent leadership knowledge, skills, and 
abilities (Hiller, 2005; Markus, 1977).  Hall (2004), Hiller (2005), Komives et al. (2005), 
and Markus (1977) all described leadership self-identity as key in being a successful 
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leader.  Using leadership self-identity to understand self also allows leadership 
opportunities to be addressed by actions and behaviors that are intentional, meaningful, 
and purposeful.  
The use of the Leadership Identity Development (LID) model is supported by 
Klenke (2007), Komives et al. (2006), and Onorato (2010), and the model serves as a 
guide in developing individual leadership self-identity.  Herneky’s (2008) research 
described leadership self-identity and the power of mindfulness or leadership thinking as 
having a significant impact on the development of a leader, as internal beliefs and 
thoughts drive actions and behaviors.  By acknowledging and developing those internal 
beliefs and thoughts, a leader was also developing his or her authentic self.  George 
(2003) and Klenke (2007) suggested authentic leadership is the most genuine type of 
leadership and likely is the starting and ending place when examining leadership self-
identity.  Leadership self-identity is a concept that can be used to assist individuals in 
viewing themselves and their abilities as individuals and next as leaders.  
Women in Senior Leadership 
Women in the position of higher education senior leadership, specifically the 
position of president in U.S. colleges and universities, have been on the rise since the 
1980s (ACE, 2007, 2012).  Holding the position of president in a college, university, or 
any organization has been something that comes with high expectations.  “Leadership is 
not a position; it is a process, a state of being” (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 89).  Since 
women have had and are continuing to deal with the issue of organizations having glass 
ceilings, this study sought to explore women as leaders, their leadership style, and some 
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of the barriers they face in developing as a leader and obtaining the desired position of 
president in college and universities (Baker & Lightle, 2001).   
The development of women as leaders.  The passage of Title IX in the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 helped provide more opportunities for women in higher education and 
in the general workforce.  Trigg (2006) noted: 
Despite thirty years of women’s studies, feminist activism, challenges to gender 
inequities in the U.S. courts, and women’s entry and ascension in the professions, 
women still face systemic biases and the glass ceiling, and continue to be 
woefully underrepresented in decision making positions. (p. 27) 
 
The development of female leaders has been critical and has been part of corporate 
culture for many years; however, training and development that address gender issues is 
relatively new (Trigg, 2006).  “Leadership has not been a key concern in the field of 
women’s studies, which for the past quarter century has concentrated more on exploring 
the connections between race, class, and gender, and critiquing the social constructions 
that have negatively impacted women’s lives” (Trigg, 2006, p. 23).  
The development of women as leaders is based on the premise that women have 
been systematically excluded from the ranks of leadership.  Women appear to face issues 
of double standards in male-dominated organizations.  In response, as a way of 
attempting to adapt, women were seen to frequently take on traditional male attitudes and 
values rather than work from their natural style (Carli & Eagly, 2001).  People have 
viewed women in leadership differently than men based on their mindset or schemas 
regarding a woman’s role in management positions (Sczesny, 2003).  As women ascend 
into leadership positions, the barriers they face seemingly become more and more 
complex.   
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Barriers to advancement.  In 2010, a Bureau of Labor Statistics report 
indicated 66 million women (73% of all women in the United States) were employed.  
They comprised 46.8% of the workforce and of those women working, 40.6% worked in 
management positions – with the highest percentage in first line supervisor roles (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2010).  Access to certain positions remained limited, despite the 
number of women entering or already in the workforce (Catalyst, 2001).  Wentling 
(2003) reported that in Fortune 500 organizations, 95 to 97% of senior managers who 
were vice presidents and above were men.  Women have been well represented in the 
workforce in general and in middle management, but have rarely reached upper-level 
leadership positions.  Women have made significant gains in the workplace during recent 
decades, yet the higher the level on the leadership pyramid, the lower the percentage of 
women (Desvaux, Devillard-Hoellinger, & Meaney, 2008).  
A concept that has existed for decades is the glass ceiling phenomenon.  Koneck 
(2006) conducted a qualitative study with 81 women in middle and upper level 
management between the ages of 20 and 70.  Participants were selected based on 
belonging to one or two pre-determined national women’s leadership organizations.  This 
study was designed to understand the complexity of the glass ceiling phenomenon and to 
use the results of the study to “accelerate the transcendence of the glass ceiling of women 
aspiring to upper level positions by revealing the leadership styles utilized by successful 
executive women” (Koneck, 2006, p. 8).  Koneck found that that a majority of women 
participants still “perceive a glass ceiling barrier” (p. 89).  Powell (2003) wrote: 
The presence of women in upper-level leadership ranks violates the societal norm 
of men’s advanced status and superiority to a better degree than the presence of 
women in lower-level leadership ranks. This custom may be perpetuated by direct 
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discrimination on the part of the domineering group of males against women 
who violate the norm in search of high-level positions. (p. 215) 
 
The glass ceiling has not been as significant for women who do not seek upper 
echelon positions.  Klein (2000) suggested that a primary contributor to the glass ceiling 
phenomenon was the good old boy network.  “Members of the [good old boy] network, 
who are associated socially and professionally, serve both as a referral source and as a 
pool from which conventional organizations have recruited chief executives and senior 
managers” (Klein, 2000, p. 113).  This seems to have resulted in men choosing others 
they know and work with and has limited the ascendance of women into the executive 
suite.  Oakley (2000) conducted a study to examine the barriers that exist for women 
aspiring to obtain senior leadership positions.  She argued, “gender-based stereotyping 
and the closed circle of the ‘old boy network’ are strong social forces that are slow to 
change” (Oakley, 2000, p. 330).  Oakley concluded, “gender-based explanations of power 
distributions in organizations generally fall into two categories of feminist thought, the 
liberal feminist approach and the radical feminist critique” (p. 331).  The assumption that 
informs the liberal feminist approach has been that through processes of reform, gender 
relationships will become more equitable.  Oakley (2000) found that women in recent 
generations experience that the power is held primarily by men in corporations.  Her 
study suggested that the liberal feminist approach fails in that it is “incapable of solving 
the underlying causes of . . . inequalities” (p. 331).  Radical feminist critiques of power 
inequities challenge the model of how traditional hierarchical organizations are set up.  
“Today’s hierarchical-bureaucratic organizational model was created based on a military 
model of patriarchal forms of power” (Oakley, 2000, p. 331).  This type of leadership 
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was not created for gender equality.  “Gender neutrality can neither be assumed nor 
expected in the organizational structures and cultural norms” (Oakley, 2000, p. 332).  It 
has to be addressed structurally and consciously; therefore, women who desire to be in 
senior leadership positions need to appropriately prepare themselves for not only the 
position but for the organizational structures they will ultimately work.    
Professional and preparation for women in leadership.  Developing into a 
qualified and effective leader is a process that will aid women in successfully obtaining 
positions in senior leadership; and more specifically, in higher education.  Although there 
is not a specific path or formula to becoming a college or university president, there have 
been some recommended strategies that can be used to better position women for a seat 
in higher education.  Bates (2007) recommended women seeking a position in academic 
administration participate in one or more of the following to position themselves to 
become effective change agents in a male-dominated field:  
(1) Mentor other women 
(2) Sponsor inter- and intra-university groups for women administrators 
(3) Make administrative positions more available to women in nontraditional 
career tracks 
(4) Develop and be comfortable with personal leadership styles, including a 
commitment to improve the status of women on campus 
(5) Establish a task force to monitor the status of women 
(6) Disclose fully institutional data so that women may become knowledgeable 
negotiators and career decision makers. (p. 384) 
 
Developing a diverse set of professional skills and networks has assisted women in 
preparing for senior leadership by increasing their exposure to other women who may 
have varied professional experiences and provided an opportunity to learn from one 
another.  It may also raise awareness and provide advocacy for women in improving the 
status of women in higher education administration and senior leadership positions.   
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Summary.  Women seeking senior leadership in the past three decades have 
made significant strides; however, barriers and inequities remain.  Women have been 
obtaining degrees at a higher rate than men for over 30 years (ACE, 2007, 2012), and 
although workforce demographics have become more equal in terms of the number of 
women employed, the number of women in management positions remains significantly 
lower than that of men.  Trigg (2006), Caril and Eagly (2001), and Sczesny (2003) 
discussed the advancement of women as leaders.  Their studies indicate that women in 
senior leadership have endured inequities and note that although significant strides have 
been made in the number of women obtaining leadership role, their advancement is 
limited and barriers remain.  Kochanowski (2010), Koneck (2006), Oakley (2000), and 
Wentling (2003) reported that the good old boy network and glass ceilings exist within 
organizations and suggested this may have been a primary reason women have not been 
able to obtain more senior level positions.  Due to increased exposure and education, 
organizations are being held accountable for fair promotion practices, and barriers like 
the good old boy network and the glass ceiling are recognized as existing structural 
inequalities.  As more women move into and through the ranks, the better they are 
positioned to be eligible for senior level positions.  Since women are currently the 
majority gender on college and university campuses throughout the United States, it is 
important for campus senior level positions to be reflective of that population. 
Synopsis of Literature Review 
The literature reviewed through the conceptual framework of higher education 
presidency, leadership self-identity theory, and women in senior leadership emphasized 
the importance of understanding the position of president in colleges and universities, the 
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people who occupy them, and the development of leadership through self-
identification.  Research on the higher education presidency has focused on both the 
position and its duties as well as on the personality qualities and leadership skills 
necessary to be successful as a college and university president (Birnbaum, 1998; 
Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001; Bolman; 2011; Hertneky, 2008).  Cohen and March (1974) 
stated: 
Since a college is an organization in which the validation of success through 
objective measures is relatively difficult, academic administrators move through a 
series of promotions to the presidency without a clear picture of where each step 
is taking them. (p. 23) 
 
Bolman’s (2011) study identified key qualities past college and universities presidents 
have found to be most useful for their success in the position.  The selection process 
higher learning institutions undertake when selecting a college or university president is 
long and layered with processes (Birnbaum, 1998; Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001) through 
which potential candidates and final candidates must go.  Selecting a president has been a 
direct reflection on the goals and mission of the hiring institution.  
Women in senior leadership positions, such as president in an academic 
institution, have provided opportunities to explore their lived experiences and examine 
trends and themes discovered as part of their career path.  The career paths, mentor 
relationships, and leadership style of the president have been important contributors 
associated with holding the position or being prepared to hold it.  Women who have more 
of a nurturing style may be perceived as weak and are not widely accepted across most 
professional organizations.  However, women who come across as more aggressive 
(using a traditional, more masculine) in their leadership style may be perceived as 
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overbearing and non-traditional (Oakley, 2000).  Understanding women in senior 
leadership is important to this study because to understand the lived experiences of 
women in the phenomenon, it is important to understand the barriers and challenges as 
well as the benefits of women in critical leadership roles.  This literature review 
addressed the skills of women in or aspiring to be in leadership possess.  
Leadership self-identity has been identified as the most beneficial insight a leader 
has had in understanding their leadership abilities (Hertneky, 2010).  The balance of 
being a leader and being an individual can be challenging.  Finding a balance between 
work and self may help any leader endure the challenges of any position.  Holding or 
desiring to hold the position of president can lead to character building through inclusion, 
transparency, and a strengthening of interpersonal skills, which make up an invaluable 
experience (Madsen, 2007).  Childhood experiences also play a role in the development 
of a leader because they identify personality characteristics that existed prior to obtaining 
career experiences (Caffarella & Olson, 1993; Henning & Jardim, 1997; Madsen, 2007).  
Women have been more effective in their positions as president of a college or 
university when they have confidence in and understand their own leadership abilities.  
Through this understanding, a leader will have the ability to identify the complexities of 
their leadership; lacking the understanding of their leadership abilities can lead to their 
downfall as a leader.  When others see (especially those who are “following”) a lack in 
confidence and understanding, there is a loss of respect and willingness to support the 
president.  Leaders are under constant observation and need to be aware of their actions, 
decisions, and communication of themselves.  
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The literature suggested that understanding how experiences and influences on 
individuals can lead to better insight into leadership development (Hertneky, 2008; 
Hiller, 2005; Madsen, 2007).  This information is not only valuable for women presidents 
of colleges and universities but also for others interested in holding or aspiring to hold a 
leadership position in the future.  “While one’s core identity may not change, its ability to 
evaluate and monitor itself allows for adjustment with experience.  The construction of 
leadership self-identity is a developmental, reciprocal learning process” (Hertneky, 2008, 
p. 19).  Exploring how individuals in leadership view themselves or their leadership self-
identity may help provide key information about the role it played in the development of 
a leader.  The studies presented in this literature review focused heavily on core identity 
aspects of leadership self-identity, using vocabulary such as self-concept, self-efficacy, 
leadership identity and personality identity, all of which include leadership in their 
context.  The literature has also focused on leadership development and how a leadership 
self-identity theory may be used to help develop people as leaders. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore the reported and lived experiences of 
women who became college and university presidents, with the goal to create a better 
understanding of the leadership skills, career paths, and characteristics necessary for the 
next generation of women aspiring to these roles.  This phenomenological study was 
guided by the following research questions: 
 What are the lived experiences of women who have attained the position of 
president in a college or university system?  
 How do women describe the essence of the experience of becoming a college 
or university president? 
 How do women college and university presidents describe who they are 
through the lens of social-identity? 
The use of a qualitative design allowed the researcher to study women leaders 
through their perceptions of childhood experiences, career choices, and influential 
support systems.  This chapter provides details pertaining to the research design and 
rationale of the study, research site and population, research methods, and ethical 
considerations.  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
This study explored the lived experiences of women who have held the position 
of president at a U.S. college or university.  The population was purposefully selected 
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based on identifying those who have held the position of president at a 2-year, 4-year, 
or graduate-level college or university; are women; were willing to participate; as well as 
were available and open to sharing both personal and professional experiences.  This 
study was not limited to women of a specific age or ethnicity.  Ten participants served as 
study participants, each holding or having held the position of president at a U.S. college 
or university.  
Site Description 
This study included presidents (seated or retired) from multiple higher education 
institutions in the U.S.  There was no single site for the interviews.  As the nature of this 
study was to listen to the lived experiences of either seated or retired college or university 
presidents, participant interviews took place in a professional and comfortable 
environment in a mutually agreed location, or via SKYPE.  
Site Access 
This study did not require a specific site; therefore, site access was not an issue.  It 
was anticipated that participants would draw from a range of sites or be retired; therefore, 
an IRB was not required from each interview site and was only required by Drexel 
University.  Scheduling and participant availability were the biggest issues with 
conducting this research study.  Scheduling time to talk was semi-difficult to coordinate 
due to location and time zones and the participants’ schedules.  In an effort to minimize 
scheduling issues, the researcher contacted the potential participants as early as possible 
to schedule an appointment. 
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Research Design and Rationale 
Phenomenology was the approach used to conduct this study, as the purpose was 
to “reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal 
essence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58) and to “grasp the very nature” (van Manen, 1990, p. 
177) of the phenomenon.  Women who have attained the position of president in a U.S. 
college or university have an individual experience that can add to development of a 
better understanding of the phenomenon by “developing a composite description of the 
essence of the experience for all of the individuals” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58).  
Phenomenology is drawn from the work of Husserl (Moustakas, 1994).  
Husserlian phenomenology is often referred to as transcendental phenomenology, which 
is the basis for most current phenomenological research (Giorgi, 1997; Smith-Pickard, 
2006).  Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology method involves three steps: (a) assume 
the transcendental phenomenological attitude, including reduction and epoche (or 
bracketing); (b) bring to consciousness an instance of the phenomenon to be explored or 
described; and (c) offer careful description of the essence that has been discovered 
(Giorgi, 1997; Husserl, 1983).  Phenomenology involves open-ended interview questions 
and an analysis of the data supplied by participant interviews.  It requires a significant 
amount of interpretation, reflection, and understanding of the data collected in the 
analysis of the data (Creswell, 2007).  The use of this qualitative design allowed the 
researcher to study women leaders through the essence of their lived experiences of 
childhood, career choices, and influential support systems.  This chapter provides details 
pertaining to the research design and rationale of the study, research site and population, 
research methods, and ethical considerations.  
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The researcher’s philosophical stance is guided by a set of beliefs and actions 
grounded in social constructivism; thus, the study is rhetorical and ontological in design.  
The researcher’s rhetorical philosophy is characterized by the belief that the researcher 
writes in a literary, informal style using the personal voice and uses qualitative terms and 
limited definitions (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1998).  The researcher’s 
ontological philosophy is characterized by the nature of experience or reality and is based 
on lived experiences and perceptions (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1998).  
This stance aligns with a qualitative phenomenological strategy used as a broad approach 
to the study of social phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) and is used to search for 
meaning and understanding in complex scenarios (Merriam, 1998).  Qualitative 
researchers view social worlds as holistic and complex, reasoning that moves 
dialectically and iteratively between deduction and induction (Marshall & Rossman, 
2011).  Therefore, this phenomenological study focused on understanding the essence of 
the lived experiences of multiple participants and their shared individual experiences 
(Creswell, 2007).  The researcher developed themes from how participants perceive their 
experiences and the meaning they attribute to their career and life success.  Themes were 
accomplished primarily through individual interviews while also taking into 
consideration observations and artifacts provided.  
Research Methods 
Introduction 
Methods utilized as part of this research study included interviews with 
participants including development of the researcher’s journal/observations and artifact 
review. 
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Methods Used to Collect Data 
A transcendental phenomenological study (also known as psychological 
phenomenology) requires four steps in conducting research: (a) epoche, (b) 
phenomenological reduction, (c) imaginative variation, and (d) synthesis (Moustakas, 
1994).  This four-step process helped the researcher perceive data “freshly, as if for the 
first time” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34).  This study followed these steps and implemented 
all four stages “focus[ing] less on the interpretations of the researcher and more on a 
description of the experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 59).   
Step one, epoche, allowed the researcher to bracket out her biases or set aside her 
personal viewpoint in relation to the studied phenomenon as much as possible prior to 
interviewing each participant (Creswell, 2007).  Step two, phenomenological reduction, 
allowed the researcher to accept the data openly.  This process included: (a) accepting 
that every statement has equal and unlimited possibilities (horizonalization); (b) 
identifying the meaning or horizons that come out of the experiences (delimited 
meanings); (c) non-repetitive, non-overlapping constituents that are clustered into themes 
(invariant qualities and themes); and lastly, (d) integration of descriptions (individual and 
composite textual descriptions) (Moustakas, 1994).  Step three, imaginative variation 
allowed the researcher to describe how the participant experienced the phenomenon 
based on the influence of the context or setting or structural description (Creswell, 2007).  
The fourth and final step, synthesis, allowed the researcher to develop the meaning and 
essences of the phenomenon or experience (Moustakas, 1994).  
Data collected in this research study were recorded using a digital recording 
device.  Each recording was uploaded to the researcher’s computer and was transcribed, 
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noting all nuances from both participant and researcher observation.  The web-based 
software Dedoose was used to identify and note themes and patterns in the analyzing 
process.  Each interview was revisited a minimum of three times to capture as many 
themes as possible.  Participant statements and emerging themes were used to develop 
structural and textual descriptions of the participants’ experiences.  Finally, the researcher 
developed a description of the essence of the experience of this phenomenon.   
The researcher developed themes from the analysis previously described.  The 
themes were synthesized from the voices and experiences of the participants, and the 
researcher bracketed her assumptions in seeking to make meaning directly from those 
interviewed.  The themes led to findings that were reviewed in light of the research 
discussed in Chapter 2.  The themes, findings, and interpretations informed the study’s 
conclusions and recommendations.  A triangulation of data was used to check results 
with the conceptual and theoretical framework for validity and reliability.  
Stages of Data Collection 
The stages of data collection and analysis for this phenomenological study were 
conducted over of period of 12-15 months.  In an effort to reduce the likelihood of 
misinterpretation, triangulation was used in the data collection process.  “Triangulation is 
a process of the using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning . . . and is important to 
obtain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 
2012, pp. 107-108).  Data collection methods used in the triangulation were one-on-one 
semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2007), observations recorded in a researcher’s 
journal, and artifacts collected from participants. 
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Table 1 
Research Timeline 
Activity Date completed 
Doctoral committee review and approval August 2013 
IRB Certification for Drexel University  August 2013 
Recruitment of participants October 2013-December 2014 
Interviews administered February 2014-December 2014 
Collection and report on findings January 2015-April 2015 
 
 
 
Description of Each Method Used 
One-on-one semi-structured interviews.  This researcher conducted 10, 60- to 
90-minute semi-structured interviews to obtain detailed information about the essence 
and lived experiences of women who have succeeded in securing the position of 
president at a U.S. college or university.  The interview location was conducive to 
privacy for an extended period of time, which allowed for few interruptions.  The 
questions were designed to explore the participants’ lived experiences in relation to the 
research questions and capture the essence of that experience.  The semi-structured, open-
ended interview protocol (see Appendix A) was emailed to each participant 
approximately one week before the date of the interview to allow each participant to 
begin thinking about their experiences and gather their thoughts in preparation for the 
interview.  It was anticipated that responses would provide meaningful data to be 
analyzed for patterns, sequences, and unique characteristics of women as leaders in 
higher education.   
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Instrument description.  Each participant in the research study participated in a 
scheduled one-on-one semi-structured interview consisting of a variety of open-ended 
questions.  Interview questions were designed to gain insights from the participants 
pertaining to childhood, academic, and professional experiences and their description of 
their journey to the presidency through the lens of leadership self-identity.  Questions 
focused on the participants’ personal attributes, leadership styles, and perceptions and 
leadership self-identity characteristics. 
Participant selection.  The population was purposefully selected based on 
identifying those who have held the position of president at a 4-year or graduate college 
or university, being a woman, willing to participate, as well as being available and open 
to sharing both personal and professional experiences.  This study was not limited to 
women of a specific age or ethnicity.   
Identification and invitation.  Participants were identified using purposeful and 
participant snowball sampling.  Initial sampling was done by contacting professional 
organizations and personal networks with access to eligible participants.  Participants 
were contacted via email and/or letter inviting their participation (see Appendix B).  
Follow-up telephone calls and/or emails were made/sent to secure agreement to 
participant.  Once each participant was confirmed, a mutually convenient date and time 
was set to conduct the interviews.  
Data collection.  Data collection began after receiving authorization from the 
Institutional review Board (IRB) for Drexel University.  The interviews lasted 60-90 
minutes (including breaks as requested).  On the date of the interview, the researcher met 
with each participant at her desired location or via SKYPE.  At the start of the interview, 
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a voice-recording device was activated and used to record the participant’s responses 
to questions.  A secondary device was also activated to further insure access to interview 
data.  Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Transcripts are maintained on a separate 
drive that does not have Internet access.  The drive and the recordings are maintained in a 
locked cabinet at Drexel University.  The printed transcripts are maintained there as well.  
Artifact review.  Artifact review emerged as part of the data collection process in 
the form of public records, photographs, documents, etc.  The researcher requested a 
copy of each participant’s curriculum vitae (CV) and biography to be provided to the 
researcher.  The researcher also conducted an Internet search to locate any additional 
information on participants.  Artifacts assist in validating the research by helping 
describe, analyze, or explain past events or philosophies (Cooper & Schindler, 2001). 
Instrument description.  Artifacts included documents, pictures, awards, 
speeches, and Internet sourced information was gathered from each participant.  The 
related content provided a deeper understanding of each participant’s journey to the 
presidency.  
Participant selection.  Each participant was asked to bring or email her CV and 
relevant items to the interview.  The researcher conducted a personal and institution web 
search to identify further information.  
Identification and invitation.  Artifacts were obtained from the participant, 
Internet, or university website and other resources identified by each participant. 
Data collection.  Data were collected and inventoried using Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheets.  Each item was categorized by the researcher and labeled to associate with 
individual participants.  Items were returned to each participant at the conclusion of the 
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dissertation process.  While held by the researcher, they were maintained in a locked 
cabinet.  
Researcher’s journal.  The researcher maintained a journal to record interview 
observations and capture body language, voice inflexions, emotions exhibited, and other 
key elements of the interview that were important to the research and allowed clarity to 
emerge.  The journal was also used to capture any epoche (bracketing) or reactions to the 
phenomenon by researcher.  “Epoche involves bracketing out one’s own experiences as 
much as possible to take a fresh perspective vis-à-vis the phenomenon under 
consideration” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 33). 
Ethical Considerations 
This research study focused on (a) obtaining permission to interview participants; 
(b) gathering their personal stories of career success (becoming a college or university 
president); and (c) reporting on commonalities and differences in background, education, 
and career paths.  The researcher reviewed the consent process with each participant to 
clarify that involvement was voluntary and that it was the right of each participant to 
withdraw at any time.  A verbal consent explained the purpose of the study, what the 
participants were asked to do, the voluntary nature of the study, the confidential nature of 
the study, and who to contact if they had questions.  This study required an approved 
Expedited Internal Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Subjects prior to 
collecting any data.  It was imperative the individual and institution were protected 
throughout the process.  No identifying information was placed on any documents to link 
self-demographic surveys to interview notes or transcriptions.  Pseudonyms were 
provided for each participant in the study.  
  
55 
Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
Chapter 4 highlights the findings, results, and interpretations that emerged from 
interviews with 10 women who have held the position (seated or retired) of president at a 
U.S. college or university.  Data from interviews, researcher observations, and artifacts 
provided rich, in-depth descriptions of journeys to the presidency.  Four major themes 
emerged from the 10 participants’ reflections regarding their childhood, life influences, 
family support, career path, and personal characteristics.  Chapter 4 begins with a 
restatement of the research’s purpose and research questions; continues with an 
explanation of the findings, results, and interpretation; and concludes with a summary.  
The purpose of this study was to explore the reported and lived experiences of 
women who became college and university presidents, with the goal to create a better 
understanding of the leadership skills, career paths, and characteristics necessary for the 
next generation of women aspiring to these roles.  The phenomenological methodology 
was guided by the following research questions:  
 What are the lived experiences of women who have attained the position of 
president in a college or university system?  
 How do these women describe the essence of the experience of becoming a 
college or university president? 
 How do women college and university presidents describe “who they are” 
using the lens of leadership self-identity? 
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Participant Overview 
Ten women participated in a series of one-on-one interviews for the study.  Eight 
of the women were Caucasian, one was Black, and one was Native American.  Six of the 
10 women had held or hold the position of president at a private university.  Figure 4 
provides a further overview of the participants, including information on their (a) 
participant identifier, (b) years in the presidency, (c) institution setting, and (d) ethnicity.  
The age of participants ranged from 50 to 69 years old. 
 
Figure 4. Demographics of participants. 
Name: P1
# of yrs in Presidency: 07
Setting: Private University
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P2
# of yrs in Presidency: 13
Setting: Private University
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P3
# of yrs in Presidency: 06
Setting: Liberal Arts College
Ethnicity:  Caucasian
Name: P4
# of yrs in Presidency: 05
Setting: Private University
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P5
# of yrs in Presidency: 05
Setting: Private Research 
University
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P6
# of yrs in Presidency: 05
Setting: Liberal Arts College
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P7
# of yrs in Presidency: 09
Setting: Liberal Arts College
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P8
# of yrs in Presidency: 06
Setting: Private University
Ethnicity: Caucasian
Name: P9
# of yrs in Presidency: 08
Setting: Public University
Ethnicity: African American
Name: P10
# of yrs in Presidency: 13
Setting: Private University
Ethnicity: Native American
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Findings 
In this study, the 10 participants’ transcripts were read and reviewed several times 
and coded using one- or two-word descriptors (descriptive coding) and verbatim word 
phrases (In Vivo coding).  The multiple codes were further reviewed and categorized 
producing four primary themes each with sub-themes.  The four emerging primary 
themes are (a) childhood experiences, (b) career paths, (c) leadership characteristic, and 
(d) advice to women aspiring the presidency.  Sub-themes allow for in-depth supportive 
descriptions of each theme.   
 
Figure 5. Four primary themes and multiple sub-themes emerged from the data.  
• Family values and support
• Childhood influences
• Participation in extra-curricular activities
• Attitude on life at adolescence/college age
Theme 1 
Childhood Experiences
• Value of mentorship
• Career opportunities
• Unexpected career advancement
Theme 2 
Career Paths
• Meaning of a leader
• Leadership and self
• Leadership styles/qualities
Theme 3    
Leadership Styles and 
Characteristics
• Power moves for future leaders
• Challenges women face
• Roles of future leaders
Theme 4 
Advice to Women 
Aspiring the Presidency
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Theme One: Childhood Experiences 
The study participants reflected on their journeys to the presidency by describing 
and providing insights into their early experiences in their families of origin.  The 
following sub-themes emerged: family values and support, childhood influences, 
participation in extra-curricular activities, and attitude on life during adolescence/college 
age.  
Family values and support.  Participants each described their parents and other 
caregivers as instilling strong values and providing a supportive environment during their 
childhood.  They spoke about being raised with high standards and well-formed belief 
systems, valuing both education and hard work.  These values significantly impacted 
their childhood choices and ultimately contributed to their leadership experiences.   
All participants named one or both parents as having the greatest influence on 
their lives.  Three participants identified their father, three participants identified their 
mother, and the remaining four participants identified both parents as having the most 
impact on their lives.  P5 described a memory of her father establishing and 
communicating his expectations and high standards for her, which served as her 
inspiration throughout her career:   
He took me on his knee (I'll never forget where I was); I was five years old and 
we had a very small apartment in New York City, two bedrooms, and I shared it 
with my younger sibling; my brother. And we were sitting at the kitchen, there 
was no dining room, so we were sitting at the kitchen table one day and he took 
me on his knee and said, “I believe girls can do anything boys can do.” And this is 
a direct quote “It's going to be my greatest privilege to give you an education and 
pay for it when my parent's couldn't pay for mine.”  But the fact that he said, that 
he thought a girl could achieve as much as a boy could, never left me.  He had 
very high standards for me, which sometimes I didn't meet.  And that's where the 
lack of self-confidence came from until I was in the latter years of college.  But he 
also had greater expectations, and what we know is the greater the expectations 
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are, the more you’re likely to achieve.  And I also know that because it was an 
expectation to go to college, which I did. 
 
P1 was supported by her father as he would say, “the thing I would most like to 
do with my money, is to make sure you kids get a good education.”  Four participants 
shared that their parents were not afforded the opportunity to go to college, so it was 
expected that their children would go to college without exception.  P4 stated: 
I had a very loving mom and dad who got married very early.  Neither of my 
parents had the opportunity to go to college, but from a very early age, there was 
an expectation that both my sister and I would go to college.  It was not optional. 
 
P8 described her mother as offering her a model of good leadership:  
I also think I learned a lot about leadership from my mother, who was a church 
leader.  A volunteer church leader.  We went to church every Sunday, and we 
were very much part of the life of that church.  And I think my mother showed me 
an excellent example of being a good leader.  Which also means being kind and 
compassionate to other people all the time and to understand that where other 
people live is not necessarily where you live. 
 
P9 was raised by her aunt who supported and carried out the educational 
expectations of her parents: 
I worked hard in school, and my mother, my great aunt, used to really push 
education.  My first parents had graduated from Xavier. . . . So I knew I was 
going to Xavier University.  I wanted to go to Spelman, but my mother who 
raised me said, “you're not going to Spelman, you're going to Xavier.  It was good 
enough for your parents, you're going to go.” 
 
Instilling family values and support also included teaching the importance of 
being heard, giving respect, and being respected.  P2 described her family as being “child 
centered:” 
So, they listened to me and to my cousins.  You know, if we wanted to say 
something; if we wanted to show them something and whatever.  We were really 
the center of attention.  So I think I grew up with a pretty strong ego believing that 
actually everybody was interested in what I had to say, whether they were 
interested or not.  Respecting everybody was a very big deal.  Arrogance, thinking 
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you were better than anybody else, was simply not ok.  Misuse of authority.  
You know my mother had various kinds of foreladies, or foreman, and some of 
them were good and some of them were rotten.  And my father did as well, and 
so, it was very important, the notion of treating people with dignity and respect 
was very, very important in my family. 
 
Seven of the 10 participants described growing up in environments that stressed 
the importance of getting a higher education.  Four of the 10 participants explained that 
their family also emphasized the need for participants to be “good” people.  Hard work, 
commitment to their community, and cultural roots were specifically identified as 
necessities to get ahead in life and career.   
Childhood influences.  The second sub-theme that emerged was about specific 
influences that significantly contributed to the participants’ intellectual, social, and 
spiritual development while growing up.  Although influences experienced were unique 
to each participant, 6 of the 10 participants highlighted influences from their parents, 
culture of origin, education, issues of social justice, dealing with tragedy, and family 
expectations.  P10, a Native American, spoke about her grandfather’s influence:  
All I knew was, my grandfather talked about, saying education is the ladder to 
success.  When he said that he had made a trip back east, in like 1867 or 1868, 
before the final treaty was made.  And he knew that western expansion, white 
people were going to be encroaching on tribal land.  The only way we could get 
ahead was to put our weapons down and get an education.  I mean, that basic 
understanding of what my grandfather stood for when they signed that treaty, it 
still holds true today.  All of us, if we can get advanced in our education, as far as 
we can go, makes us, you know, keeps us out of the poverty that we see.  So I 
went to school, I went to work.  I worked from age 13 until I retired. 
 
P2 described her educational experiences and exposure to social justice issues:  
The biggest things that pushed me in this [leadership] direction were my 
educational experiences.  School is a very positive place for me and then high 
school and then college.  I went to Catholic [all] girl’s school.  And the nuns were 
very supportive, you know I mean, I was like the student government president, 
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and the residence hall, the president, that kind of thing.  And I was always 
involved in all that.  
I really believed in the social justice aspect of Christianity.  And of Jesus’ 
work.  I also, of course grew up in the time of the civil rights movement.  And 
then the women's movement.  So all of those things, you know I was being shaped 
at that time.  In terms of who I was going to become.  And so all of those public 
figures, whether it was Robert Kennedy, in particular, were a very big influence in 
my life.  I mean, I was in DC when Martin Luther King was shot and so, I was 
there during the riots.  And, then, and then of course Robert Kennedy was shot 
shortly afterwards.  I mean it was a time of both idealism and commitment and I 
was in the middle of a Catholic environment that really professed that kind of 
social justice, and I really bought it.  And I don't mean that in a negative way, but 
it, it really became part of who I am.  The church I am part of now, what drew me 
to them was their commitment to social justice.  What drew me to my current 
position and this university now, was its commitment to social justice. So these 
things were very big influences. 
 
P4 described being driven by tragedy, rather than allowing it to hold her back:  
After my father passed away . . . you know everyone deals with that differently 
and I had one older sister and I think how she handled that, how she, how that 
impacted her life, maybe propelled me to do more.  To honor that and I think for 
my sister it was harder for her to accept.  Like, for me, it didn't shake my faith, 
had me turn more to my faith I think.  For my sister she felt like her, that she'd 
been abandoned.  So I had to also try to help my sister even though she was older 
than me and you know maybe those were situations where I saw that wherever 
you are there's an opportunity to be a leader. . . . And you know my sister 
struggled for decades.  She never finished her Bachelor’s degree.  And I've been 
so irritated with her.  I was working at the University of Phoenix and she doesn't 
have her Bachelor’s degree.  And every time I turn around, well I think I’m going 
to do this, and this and that . . . and you know what, just get your stinking degree.  
You can be whatever you want to be, but you can't be a lot of things without a 
degree. Just finish something that you started. 
 
While other participants described being influenced by one person in particular, 
P5 noted that she was influenced by family expectations at an early age.  “We had a very 
sort of egalitarian family.  We were all educated and we were expected to read the 
newspaper and talk about it at the dinner table, starting about age 10.  So it was a very 
intellectual family.”  P1 spoke about the influence of the church’s youth ministry.  “My 
youth minister and his wife really taught me to think through things and think about our 
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future.  They were good people.”  Education, working hard, and overcoming obstacles 
seemed to be positive influences on the majority of these participants.  They exhibited 
strength at early ages. 
Participation in extra-curricular activities.  Eight of the 10 participants were 
involved in some type of extra-curricular activity during school.  These activities 
included sports, music (band, piano lessons, choir), yearbook, school newspaper, student 
government, and 4-H.  P2 spoke about her attraction to team sports for the camaraderie it 
offered: 
I was very interested in sports, and I actually was a very good baseball player 
informally. . . . And in the days when girls couldn't play in little league. . . . They 
were so bad, some of these kids.  But they got to put on the uniform and, and sit 
on the bench and do all the things with the glove and everything and I couldn't.  
And it was really, really, that was a very big deal for me. . . . I've always been 
drawn to team sports, whether it's baseball, basketball. In particular baseball, but, 
because I was actually good at that. . . . As an adult, I learned to play soccer and 
played women's soccer as well as joined a softball team.  I like team sports, I like 
the camaraderie, I like the, the contribution of many people to either, and I like 
being in it together, sort of win or lose.  So I think, those, that was a big influence 
for me. 
 
P3 described a range of interests, where she learned responsibility:  
I was a tennis player . . . and] competitive.  But I was also a cheerleader.  So, I 
mean that's the whole positive attitude, rah, rah.  I was also involved in student 
government, when I was in high school and, yeah those were the primary 
activities.  You know student clubs, typical kinds of things.  But I think I was 
always trying to find a responsibility role in those. 
 
P6 took on an array of extra-curricular activities, doing well in some, and failing 
at others.  She took a life lesson from both of these experiences.   
I took piano lessons and I took dancing lessons and I was pretty much a failure at 
both of those.  But it gave me the ability to try things.  And you know, I was 
always willing to try stuff.  And it was ok with me if I wasn't so good at certain 
things.  You know in school I played some sports, women's, oh I didn't in college, 
but in high school, I played volleyball.  I loved acting.  I wrote my first play in 6th 
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grade and the school, you know we produced it and I got to direct it.  Which 
was a lot of fun.  So you know I would at least try different things.  And I was in 
an environment where they let me do it.  
 
Different from P6, P4 tried a variety of extra-curricular and concluded she 
believed she could do anything:  
I was in band and I was in choir.  I would be the lead in different musicals.  I was 
able to be the editor for the yearbook.  I was able to start clubs, to be.  So I think 
the experience for me was one of believing that I had that potential, and I was 
able to see myself as successful in a variety of different ways. 
 
P8 described her 4H leadership experiences as her training ground for later 
leadership roles.  
I would say my first leadership opportunity happened when I was nine. . . . I lived 
in the country on a farm, so there weren't a lot of opportunities except at school 
and social life.  But I joined a group called 4H, and I became the president of that 
chapter, when I think I was about 9 or 10.  And it was just, you know, it's a group 
of kids, but what you do is raise farm animals.  Volunteer for good things, raise 
money.  It was great.  And actually I think a lot about the things I learned about 
leadership, I actually learned there, you know.  The importance of clarity, the 
importance of being fair, the importance of work, the importance of, you know 
and the pleasure of being successful. 
 
P1 took music lessons and participated in a range of other activities, which she 
noted, “helped [with] discipline.  Choir, teamwork, religious stuff, was motivation.  Girl 
scouts things.  Sort of goal oriented.”  Participation in extra-curricular activities seemed 
to provide participants with a solid foundation pertaining to leadership: teamwork, being 
in “it” together, creating a desire to try new things, recognizing the importance of 
responsibilities, and the value of hard work.    
Attitude on life at college age.  The fourth sub-theme that emerged from 
reflections was on their attitudes toward life at college age.  During their college years, 
participants described being willing to work hard, acting with confidence, being open-
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minded, and approaching academics with the desire not to disappoint themselves 
(and/or family) or fail.  P8 described the driving force behind her decision to work hard 
and attend college:  
I think that I started working when I was, I mean I started getting paid work when 
I was 8.  And then, because I was paid to work on the farm in the summers, I 
think that that taught me a lot about the value of work and also the importance of 
working together.  Because on the farm, we're all, especially during the harvest 
time, you know you're sort of all dedicated to the same project.  And so I think, 
you know, and I got to see how other people worked hard to.  And it is, hard, back 
breaking, dirty work.  Which is another reason I thought I would go to college.  
So I supposed it's all up to me.  The only person in my family that has gone to 
college. 
 
P6 expressed that all through her childhood, “I always thought you had to meet 
your responsibilities.  If you were going to do something you would do it.  You always 
did your homework. . . . I never thought you did something halfway.”  P6 noted, “we had 
honor roll at my school and I was certainly always expected to be on it.”  P1 stated, “I 
was pretty idealistic.  [I] wanted to solve all of the problems of the world; immediately.  
[I was] pretty optimistic. It's hard to remember.  [I was] pretty determined.”  P3 spoke 
about responsibility to her family as a motivating factor for her attitude:  
Yeah, I was pretty driven.  I mean I got through college in three years.  I kind of 
was like, very directed.  You know, because I was very aware of the financial 
implications of being in college with a single parent, I was the third one.  You 
know, I was very directed in high school.  Some people would say I was a little 
competitive even.  You know.  Get the best grades, and do all these things 
and activities and, you know, get through college, get on and do the next thing.  
And that probably comes from the sense of A: not wanting to disappoint my mom 
who I knew really had a lot on her plate.  And B: feeling the responsibility of 
seeing her managing all of these things financially as well as emotionally. 
 
P5 described how going to college offered her a fresh start and the opportunity to 
foster self-esteem.  
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During high school, my attitude was I was the dumb one in my family.  I didn't 
believe in myself, I wasn't a terribly good student.  And I heard about that at home 
all the time.  When I got to college, I had a fresh start and I became a leader on 
campus at least somewhat, not the biggest leader.  But, and then I started finding 
subjects I liked and that helped me gain self-esteem.  But the other thing that 
helped me gain self-esteem was because I had dyslexia that really set me back, 
that's a part where some of the bad grades came from, but that left me sort of a 
legacy of insecurities  And I think finding things that I could be good at helped 
me feel more secure. 
 
P10 talked about her confidence and determination:  
It made me.  I'm also a Taurus, I was born in May.  So I got determination.  I have 
this drive not to fail.  I'm stubborn.  All of these, you know, mimic just me and 
my background.  I'm not going to fail and I'm not going to be part of that the 
mentality that Indians need to just go back to the reservation, you know, to collect 
the casino dollars.  I am not going to be a statistic.  All of those things really 
shaped me to be who I am today. 
 
Eight of 10 participants recalled how their attitudes and actions during college 
were contributing factors to their leadership in their presidency.  They spoke about 
working hard, expecting to succeed, and acting with confidence and determination.   
Summary – Theme one childhood experiences.  In speaking about their early 
lives, the participants described how family values and support focused on the 
importance of attaining higher education, being a “good” person, working hard, and 
being committed to their community and cultural roots.  Participants recalled specific 
childhood influences as significantly contributing to their development and advancement 
growing up and tied these to their later leadership.  Although influences experienced were 
unique to each of participant, 7 of the 10 participants highlighted similar patterns about 
parental, cultural, educational and social justice, tragedy, family expectations, and faith.  
Eight participants were involved in extra-curricular activities including sports, 
music (band, piano lessons, choir), yearbook, school newspaper, student government, and 
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4-H club.  Eight of 10 participants recalled their attitudes on life during their 
adolescence or college age may have been contributing factors to their leadership 
approach in their presidencies, whereas the other two participants could not recall their 
attitudes on life during adolescence or collage age.     
Theme Two: Career Paths 
Although participants’ career paths ultimately led to the obtainment of the same 
position—a college or university presidency—their paths varied and included an array of 
opportunities along the way.  Each discussed highlights and what they deemed to be the 
most meaningful moments as they progressed through their careers.  Asking participants 
to describe their journeys allowed them an opportunity to stop, reflect, and recognize 
some of their career accomplishments, which, based on statements made during their 
interview, was a type of reflection in which they did not often engage.  In their 
descriptions, they expressed a sense of pride and “duty” in carrying out the role and 
functions associated with their presidency.  As participants described their path to the 
presidency, three sub-themes emerged: (a) value of mentorship, (b) career opportunities, 
and (c) unexpected advancement.  
Value of mentorship.  Most of the participants were mentored at one point or 
another during their career path.  They discussed the need for having people in their circle 
to whom they could go and have candid conversations about decisions they were facing, 
political and career moves, and their own strengths and weaknesses.  In an effort to 
succeed and do their very best, participants learned early on of the value of mentorship.  
Many acknowledged they would not have been what they define as successful had they 
not had mentors at various points in their lives.    
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Mentorship appeared in the academic environment, work environment, and 
home environment (among family and friends).  Mentor advice focused on finding one’s 
voice, encouragement, increasing skillset, how to dress, networking, and projecting the 
“leadership” image.  Five of 10 participants were mentored by women.  They described 
their experiences and the lasting impact of having access and exposure to people who 
helped them succeed as invaluable.  P5 described her mentorship experience: 
I wanted to develop the kind of relationship with you where we can say anything 
to each other, and where you can tell me what I did well, and in particular, what I 
did poorly and how I can change it.  I think it's really important [to have a 
mentor]. 
 
Mentorship did not always look the same.  Participants provided insights into how 
mentorship opportunities present themselves in the workplace, many times without it 
being a formal or traditional mentor/mentee relationship, and stressed the importance of 
being aware of what opportunities were available.  P4 described: 
I mean I have a lot of female friends that I talk a lot with about these kinds of 
issues, about being a female leader in various organizations.  A women who came 
in as President while I was Vice President . . . had a very big impact on me.  I 
mean she was just very impressive.  And there were a bunch of things she knew 
how to do that I didn't know how to do.  And I remember when she arrived I 
asked her to mentor me, and she said “Vice Presidents don't need mentoring.” 
And, I played it out, I said, “you know how to schmooze at a cocktail party, I 
don't.  I'm going to follow you around and watch you.”  You know after about six 
months she said, “ok you're right.  I'm mentoring you.” 
 
P6 described:   
I had some wonderful bosses.  My first boss . . . trusted me completely.  You 
know there's this, things you don't, you don't realize until you're older, but he 
would just delegate things to me that were far beyond probably what he probably 
should have been, and then assume that I would accomplish them.  And then my 
next boss that I had for about 16 years or so, was a walk-around boss, who never 
gave praise to anything, but at the same token always entrusted me with incredible 
responsibility.  [He] would seek out my opinion.  
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In graduate school I had another male mentor who saw in me something 
I couldn't see in myself, which is my ability to lead. And he encouraged me to 
stay, he encouraged me to continue onward, he encouraged me to greater things.  
 
P9 believed she had not had any official mentors.  She described a different 
approach, “I kind of followed that philosophy about taking pieces of people.  And there 
were pieces of particularly men leaders at that time.”  P4 also stated she did not have a 
mentor and recognized it has been a missing piece of her development:  
I would say “no.”  I, but I have recognized that has been a huge void for me.  I 
have sort of been actively seeking out mentorship type opportunities. . . . I'm 
really sort of actively pursuing a variety of different mentors.  I think that you 
need different people for different aspects of your development. . . . Not 
necessarily within my own organization.  I also did start to work with a sort of a 
coach a couple years ago.  Because I really wasn't getting any development or 
mentorship internally as a result of a change in leadership. 
 
Although P10 would have liked to have had Indian role models to understand the 
academic and career journey she was on in tribal institutions, it was not available.  
Instead, she sought out role models and mentors in other institutions and observed them.  
I had no Indian role models.  But when I talk to women in these conferences or 
keynotes, I always say that the role model does not have to look like you.  Don't 
have to come from your gender or your ethnicity.  And I sought out, my role 
models: 11 Vice Presidents, or no, 11 Deans and…[the] Vice Presidents of 
Student Affairs [and] Academic Affairs.  All of those were my mentors.  I would 
watch them.  But they wouldn't, the only one who would really sort of guide me 
was the President.  The others were mentors.  I'll just watch some really strong, 
independent, beautiful women in other walks of life who are keynotes and it's 
like, God I like the way they come off.  And you know, you emulate who, what 
they're about. 
 
P3 expressed a different perspective on mentorship: everyone around us has the 
potential of being a mentor.  But as individuals, there is always the option of picking and 
choosing what advice one applies to their life.  She offered her insights for seeking advice 
and mentorship:  
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Just because you seek advice from a mentor, doesn't mean you're going to agree 
with them.  That you have to have the emotional intelligence to figure out how 
you feel about it.  And as you seek advice, to, to bounce off ideas and lean on 
people.  But they've been mostly men.  I'm trying to think, the department chair, it 
was also the provost at another institution I would call up routinely when I had 
problems I was kind of working through.  You know, “hypothetically speaking 
what would you do in this situation?”  You know, and then when I got to my 
current institution, I think it was really wonderful for me to have some colleagues 
who were women presidents.  So it was the first time I could seek advice from 
people who were in equivalent positions.  And, and they all had different view-
points.  So I just, yeah, I think it's been a series of, actually, men in my life. 
 
Different from the others, P2 participated in a formal fellowship program and had 
the opportunity to shadow a seated president.  She expressed that the “fellowship was a 
big eye opener for me, and gave me an institutional perspective that I got very interested 
in.  And also helped me to see my own institution in a broader context of Higher 
Education.” She described how participation in this program helped her see that the 
position of president was obtainable.  She had a direct connection inside the “bubble” that 
helped her navigate her career choice. 
Eight of 10 participants reported that being mentored had positively influenced 
their careers.  While some mentoring experiences were formal, most were not.  Four of 
10 perceived coaching as mentoring, and sought out career coaching to improve their 
leadership skills.  Mentoring opportunities were identified as being available from former 
bosses, colleagues, professors, and friends.   
Career opportunities.  Each participant described her journey to the presidency 
and spoke about various experiences that influenced her career path as well as the career 
opportunities that presented themselves along her journey.  Participants did not mention 
any particularly difficult situations or obstacles; however, they did express that the 
journey had not been easy and they had to work really hard to establish creditability, not 
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only at their prospective institutions but amongst their peers.  Participants stressed the 
importance of learning one’s craft and excelling to the best of one’s ability.  They 
explained that being mediocre was not going to get anyone to the presidency.  Performing 
well in whatever role they were in proved to be recognized, worthwhile, and beneficial.  
P4 described how one administrative role led to significantly increased responsibility: 
About a year and a half into that teaching process, I was offered an opportunity to 
serve as the campus college chair for what was an undergraduate business and 
management program at that time.  And that was a full-time administrative role 
with teaching responsibility as well.  Less than a year into that role I was tapped 
on the shoulder and said, would you also serve as the regional director of 
academic affairs, which would mean I would have dotted line oversight for 11 
campuses throughout the western half of the United States.  
 
P3 noted that her desire to become President came after she became Provost:  
[I] decided to take a provost position . . . and I really enjoyed the work of the 
Provost, but within the, after the 1st year, another position came open.  And, you 
know, I kind of knew after being Provost that I would want to look for a 
presidency.  Because I, again, it was like, Ok, I don't have anybody to blame but 
myself when you're a president.  When you're a Provost you kind of get stopped 
by, it's hard to kind of move things along, unless the President and you are really 
in sync, and the Board, you can convince the Board.  It's just, the hierarchy.  So I 
knew I wanted to go into a presidency, but, you know, where would that be and 
 . . . it turned out that “S” University came up and it was the right time for them to 
be thinking about me.  And, it was probably too early for me to come because I 
came in, I was appointed what 22 months into my Provost position.  So I was 
pretty new, but I said I gotta’ to do it.  So that's how it worked. 
 
Participants’ exposure to high-level decision-making opportunities increased their 
confidence in their abilities to lead.  It sent messages that they belonged and were worthy 
of being in their positions.    
When I was about 22, 24 years old, [my first boss] brought me to a 10-hour 
meeting with the governor of the State of Maryland to decide the budget.  I'm like, 
I don't know why I'm here, but, it's just the most incredible experience to me.  
Sitting there and participating, getting asked your opinion.  You know of what, 
because I was doing the fiscal notes and helping to put together the budget for the 
whole state, but I was just a lowly analyst doing it.  And it was people who gave 
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me those kinds of experiences, which were just totally gratuitous.  You know, I 
don't know why they did it, but it was, you know very nice.  So it gave me a great 
deal of ease with power (P9). 
 
Similarly, being asked to apply for a position also increased confidence and 
eventually led to the desire to want to be president.  
A colleague of mine [was] looking for a Director [of] Budget and said “with your 
background, the way you do auditing and finance and you're working on your 
Doctorate in those fields, why don't you apply?”  Well I applied and I got the job 
in the Community College as Director of Budget.  Then eventually became 
Director of Finance. . . . And then [I] eventually realized that money did control 
things, and the more I knew about the money both at the state level and the 
community college system level got me recognized.  And so I continued to do that 
work and I realized then that I wanted to be a President. 
I was in charge of both Finance and Institutional Planning.  Which goes 
very well together because data and money really, you know, data feeds your 
financial decision, as they should. And I got promoted and I got all the way up to 
Associate Vice Chancellor.  I kept deciding, I wanted to be a President.  But I 
realized, Presidents have to know about the entire institutions.  And so, I was 
lucky enough to be asked to be in charge of a newly developed area of the 
University at that time. (P9) 
 
Although considered a non-traditional route (non-academic), branching out and 
exploring various roles and opportunities and developing a diverse business skillset and 
background proved to be beneficial for P4:  
I’ve had an interesting mix of industry experience that I bring to, that I brought 
into my academic role. . . . So my University is unique in the sense that we do 
operate with, I would say business mindset about bringing logical and more 
entrepreneurial decision-making to academic leadership; all leadership.  And so 
understanding how to lead outside of an academic institution really served me 
well.  
So I, I was immediately able to understand that I needed to create a 
strategic plan.  That I needed to look at the budget that I had to work with.  That it 
was important to me to be very clear as a leader about what was my vision for the 
college to, to look to create a group of faculty that were understanding of where 
we were going and be able to draw the line that if people weren't on board that 
was ok, but it wasn't ok for them to keep teaching.  That we had to prioritize. 
I immediately hand selected a lead faculty team that I brought together 
regularly, that became some of my biggest advocates. . . . And, and I really 
needed to know that they could go out and represent our shared values and ideals.  
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And we really were able to transform the culture, the nature of who decided to 
teach with us regularly and the student experience in that way.  
And, and faculty that primarily teach with us know. . . if you don't engage 
their mind and hearts, good luck.  Right. Because they have, they're brilliant in 
many ways, and they're also able to support you to the fullest extent or 
undermined as they see appropriate.  I think honestly it truly is about and then 
becoming a servant leader.  Supporting their success but ensuring that they know 
what success looks like.  And I think that would explain why I was very quickly 
able to not only move through academic leadership but then be offered the 
opportunity to bridge from academic to into an operational position.  
 
Participants recalled experiences they believe significantly contributed to their 
path to the presidency.  Several participants were elevated in their career because others 
saw their leadership ability and believed in them.    
Unexpected career advancement.  Participants experienced unexpected, yet key, 
opportunities that enhanced their career trajectory and success and which ultimately led 
to the presidency.  This sub-theme emerged as participants described that not all career 
paths can be planned.  They explained that sometimes the unexpected happens, and that is 
the time to move and progress into a position for advancement.  Each participant’s 
journey included positions created specifically for them, which allowed them to rise 
through the ranks quickly.  These roles allowed them to participate in high-level 
executive projects, represented others’ beliefs in their leadership ability, and showcased 
the importance of being open to new experiences.   
It was early on in my 20s, part of a women and leadership seminar. . . . And I 
think that was one of the first experiences where I began to think of the 
possibilities of leadership and what that would look like.  And then I had an 
opportunity when I was, my first teaching job at the “X” School of Management 
and I was promoted to run a campus.  And I think that was really unusual, and a 
critical opportunity at a young point, and early point in my career to exert 
leadership. (P8) 
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Participants explained that to prepare and position themselves for the 
presidency took years of hard work.  They believed this hard work had provided them the 
opportunities to advance.  However, for some, opportunities were sometimes created by 
others who believed in them and saw their potential.    
Being [a] dean was quite difficult and the President at the time, another man, said 
to me, “If I create a position for you to work with me directly as a Vice President 
for Academic Planning and Program Development would you take it?”  And he 
said it would be very innovative, it would be very creative, it would be about 
program development.  It would be about the future.  And so I said, “yes I 
would.”  So he created the position of Vice President and I was in that position for 
two years. (P2) 
 
Similarly, P9 described being asked by the Chancellor of her university to take on 
a new function she had no experience in.  Just like P2, P9 did not have any experience but 
had the confidence to accept the challenge of the new position:  
When the Chancellor said to me, “I want you to go in and learn development.  
This new area I'm creating, development, until we find somebody to be in charge 
of this.”  Well you know, I was like 34, 35 years old, and thought “what do I 
know about development?”  But I said, “Okay. Yeah, sure you want me to do that.  
I'll take that opportunity to learn and carry out what you want done and so forth.”  
I saw that as an opportunity to learn more about what I saw as a new coming area 
in Higher Ed.  
 
A few participants described how possessing executive leadership skills was 
sometimes not enough to open the right door at the right time, but knowing the right 
people can.  P7 was contacted to participate in the recruitment process for a very 
prestigious Ivy League university.  What began as an opportunity to provide insight and 
feedback about what an ideal candidate would look like, P7 became the candidate and 
ultimately received the position.  
A friend of mine was on the search committee, and they, they reached out to 
about 30 people around the world and said, “we'd like to talk to you about what 
we should be looking for in our search for the Dean of Engineering.”  And if 
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they'd asked me if I'd be a candidate, I'd probably would have never said yes, 
but they were just asking for an hour of my time to discuss, you know, what was 
going on at [Ivy League] University, what the opportunities were.  So I agreed to 
do that.  Oh a ploy.  But in any case, I had the conversation.  And then, you know, 
I'd done a fair amount of homework looking into what was happening at [Ivy 
League University] School of Engineering and I started thinking seriously about 
being a candidate.  And eventually became a candidate and they chose me.  So, 
and once you are, once you take on a role like that.  It becomes just obvious that 
your next step is probably going to be president somewhere.  While I was Dean of 
Engineering, I would get at least two emails or phone calls from Universities 
looking for, inviting me to be a candidate for President every week.  And it's just 
because, it's not so much that they're looking for me, it's that they're interested in 
having viable female candidates on their list.  And if you're a Dean of Engineering 
department at [Ivy League] University, you're on everybody's list.        
 
Sometimes the drive to pursue a position is not solely for the purpose of career 
advancement, but draws from a larger call of duty.  P10 defied all odds and was hired as a 
president before obtaining her doctorate degree.  She accepted the position and later went 
back to school to complete her doctorate degree.   
By the time I became its President, it [my university] was offering bachelor and 
master degrees. . . . They were looking for a new president and they called me out 
of the blue.  And they said, “We know about you, we've heard about your 
reputation.  And we'd like to know if you have an interest in applying.”  And I 
thought, you know, I'm not ready.  I've got, I've got to finish my degree.  Then I 
was offered this position and I thought, well, let me just go apply.  Let me just go, 
because that's just what I wanted to do.  
When I went off to get my PhD, sit around with your first class, and your 
professors are asking, “Now why do you want to get this degree?”  And I 
innocently, or naively, said, “I want to be College President.”  You should have 
seen my cohort response, non-verbally, to my ambition to become a College 
President.  So I became that College President, before I got my degree.  To my 
professors [I said], “Look, I wanted to be this college’s President, you've given 
me all the ropes.  You know, I've learned a lot, and now I'm going to go up.”  It 
was harder to convince the graduate school and my professors that I wanted to 
step back due [to] the presidency.  
 
Summary: Theme two career paths.  Although each participant’s experiences 
were uniquely her own, participants described being sought out for out-of-pattern career 
opportunities that propelled them toward the presidency.  The career paths described by 
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the participants all had one thing in common – these women excelled in their early 
roles and were noticed by others who helped position them for success.  Whether it was 
being offered positions created specifically for them, rising through the ranks quickly, or 
assisting with high-level executive projects, each identified someone else who believed in 
their leadership ability and noted the importance of being open to new experiences.  
Theme Three: Leadership Characteristics 
Participants in this study evidenced a wide range of leadership approaches, 
personality styles, and personal characteristics they associated with being a leader.  This 
study sought to understand women who have held the position of president and the 
elements of their make-up (personality characteristics and leadership styles) to explore 
patterns of similarities or differences identified through their interviews.  Most of the 
participants described shared characteristics described as key to their success: integrity, 
high energy, values driven, collaborative, and the ability to communicate a vision.  
Participants also explained the importance of knowing oneself; framing this as a leader 
knowing her strengths and weaknesses, having confidence in her decisions, and 
identifying her triggers or motivators as being key to understanding self as leader.    
Meaning of a leader.  Participants shared their perception and definition of a 
leader.  They felt this was a critical piece in understanding the foundation of what 
leadership looks like through their eyes.  Their descriptions often focused on what they 
and their colleagues are looking for when bringing in the next generation of leaders to 
sustain their organizations.  The most common description among all the participants in 
their descriptions was a leader having the ability to inspire and create a vision for the 
people and organization they are leading.   
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I think a leader is someone who inspires, someone who has a sense of shared, 
initial and power.  I think a leader is someone who inspires, so sometimes that's 
part of your role, of course, but it can also be by virtue of the person you are . . . I 
think it's more a person who inspires, a person who understands power as shared 
and mutual.  A person who has the capacity to, to be a leader in your own right 
and excite other people to their leadership. (P8) 
 
To me a leader means someone who puts out a vision; who people will follow.  
Who knows sort of where they're going, but they’re also someone who knows 
how to listen and get input [and] how to make people feel wanted and important.  
A leader should be someone who lays out a direction.  [And] should be also 
someone who gets input and listens to others before taking that direction and is 
willing to reconsider the direction. (P6) 
 
Part of leadership is decision making.  Most of the participants described 
leadership and decision making synonymously.  A leader was described as being the one 
in charge and not being afraid to make a hard decision and communicate it.  
Leader means to me to be in charge.  But to be in charge with a balance. . . .  And 
I think that's the critical word, integrity.  And that the people have to believe in 
you as a leader.  Not everything, because not everybody's going to agree with you.  
But they have to know you're the boss and you're the boss that will make 
decisions in the best interest of the institution. . . . And you have to be able and 
open enough to communicate the truth.  And unfortunately you can't 
communicate all the truth, but you have to say, this is what I can tell you.  And 
you have to be able to tell them that. (P9) 
 
What I believe is that everyone can be a leader.  A leader is a person who is able 
to make decisions, but being respectful of people, being transparent, being 
inclusive.  And I think everyone can be a leader.  But it's making decisions, 
sometimes really tough decisions and doing it with integrity, doing it with respect, 
doing it with, what I call a north-star goal; short and long range goals. All of those 
fit into, what I think, makes a leader. (P10) 
 
A seasoned leader can bring people together and help find a common purpose.  
I think a leader is someone who can help find the common purpose, even when 
there's dissention in the room.  To move people forward, with a strong belief that 
they’re doing what's in the best interest of the institution.  So I don't think it’s, the 
leader says this is how you do it.  I think it is bringing people around a table 
together to think creatively and thoughtfully about how to move forward in a 
direction, and to get people's opinions out on the table so that everyone feels that 
their voice is been heard.  And they come to a unified solution to move forward. 
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And that is not a one-time thing, it is a continual process.  And a leader has to 
do that, continuously in my view.  So it's more of a holistic approach. (P3) 
 
As noted by P1, a leader can mean different things to different people at different 
times; it depends on what is going on within the organization and what the priorities are 
at the time.  This participant also identified and reinforced the importance of leading with 
an ethic of care in organizations.   
It also means different things at different times.  So sometimes it means being 
courageous, doing what needs to be done and what has to be done but nobody 
wants to do.  You have to be courageous sometimes.  Much more the time, we've 
got to be listening leaders.  Somebody who isn't leading out of ego or . . . really 
listening and want to lead and figure out what to do with that and figure out what 
to do from there. And sometimes that leads to . . . because sometimes the needs 
people have aren't necessarily the ones they want.  So a lot of listening and a lot 
of servant leadership; a lot of care.  I think it's one of the pieces women get more 
right than men do. Is just caring?  We can support them in that. Or acknowledge 
someone's really good work.  Paying attention. (P1) 
 
Finally, P4 described that being a leader is ultimately being servant leadership 
driven:  
What resonates the most to me about being a leader is servant leadership.  The 
way that I think about my responsibility as a leader is that you know, I have to 
have the competence to make the decision about when a decision is mine to make, 
when it's time to be collaborative and who to engage in those decisions. . . . And 
so, my, my role I believe is to really listen and understand and then not literally, 
but to take what I've heard, understand, anticipate and lead forward.  Because I 
think leadership involves judgment, it's not black and white. . . .  And to me that is 
what the essence of servant leadership is.  It's not waiting, it's anticipating.  It's 
sort of being the person behind the scene that ensures that it's seamless, it's 
flawless, that there's every opportunity for people to quickly understand and 
create personal ownership.  
  
In these descriptions, the characteristics used to define the meaning of a leader 
included creating a vision, being honest, possessing the ability to make hard decisions, 
strong listening skills, inspiring others and bringing people together.  Participants were 
clear in the importance of being a strong leader and standing up for what they believed to 
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be the best for the organization and the people they were leading.  They led as servant-
leaders and with an ethic of care.  
Leadership and self.  This sub-theme emerged from the views of participants as 
they considered their own leadership.  Participants described fears, shortcomings, success 
strategies, and leadership qualities they believed they possessed.  They spoke confidently 
at times and in a reflective tone at other moments.  Although P1 had obtained the position 
of president, her process of self-discovery did not end.  It was an ongoing process and 
while in the position, she came to a realization about some of her personality 
characteristics:  
I think an ability to connect the dots and to see if these things are happening then 
this is where you're going. . . .  And courage that I changed my thinking and 
creativity.  I used to think I was not a creative person because I'm not very artistic 
you know.  I love color, but that's the extent of it.  You know.  I can't draw a stick 
figure.  I mean it's really, really bad.  And so I always thought I wasn't creative.  I 
don't think that anymore.  But I think I'm not, I'm not a creative out of nothing 
person.  I take what there is and figure out how to put it together and make this 
work.  And I guess you know, both of those discoveries that I am courageous and 
I am creative, have really helped my confidence.  Because I always thought I 
didn't have them and that was a huge black mark, you know.  Not that you'll never 
amount to anything but, you won't go far.  Because you so timid and you won’t' 
go far because you don't have any creativity.  I really, I used to have a lot of 
limiting thinking.  It's gone away by changing how I pursued those two 
characteristics.  I don't know why that happened . . . either one, but I encourage 
and I encourage, I sort of know how.  You find yourself making the decisions that 
have to be made, and then you realize, then somebody says, courage isn't not 
being afraid, courage is acting in the face of fear.  You know.  And you say, that's 
what I just did, it wasn't that I wasn't afraid, I was petrified.  But that's what had to 
be done. 
 
Participants appeared to think deeply about their most significant successes and shared 
their inner thoughts without judgment or the apparent need to filter their comments due to 
the anonymity of the research process.  P10 stated, “I think of myself as a transparent, 
collegial, but also very spiritual leader and inclusive.”     
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Participants described their reliance on collaborative leadership.  
I try to authentically communicate with them.  I mean, I put it out there, you 
know.  I just basically tell them, I'm open.  I'm open and if I'm frustrated with 
their lack of buy-in or follow-through, I share that with them.  Again, not in a 
punitive way but in a descriptively as positive, possible.  I also, I think 
understand, that each person that works for me is different.  So, and is different 
not only from me, but from each other.  Once, once, I don't remember where I 
learned this frankly, but I think that I do remember at one point somebody saying, 
that when you have a team that looks at and believes all of them, the way you do.  
You don't have a team.  And so, for me, I really value um, assembling a group of 
people who have perspectives, talents, different from, different from mine and  
letting them know, that's in fact one of the things I value that they bring to the 
table. (P2) 
 
P6 similarly described the value of a team environment and the importance of a 
variety of viewpoints emerging from healthy conversation to promote strong decisions.  
I like to hear a variety of points of view.  I don't like to be around people who just 
echo what I'm thinking.  I like to get a lot of input and I do a lot of reading.  I'm 
very quantitative.  I like the facts.  I like people to use the facts and present 
different sets of data in order to try and help make a decision as to what's the most 
critical way to go.  I like to get the lay of the land.  I like to talk to people from 
you know all walks of life you are involved in the entity.  So at the college, you 
know, the students, the janitor, the faculty, the board members, the alums, the 
community leaders.  You know my senior staff.  So I want to hear from everyone 
and I want to understand it.  Where they're coming from and they usually will 
have different points of view, that's important and where to go. (P6) 
 
Acknowledging leadership strengths and weaknesses help these women leaders better 
understand themselves and act with assurance when making decisions to ensure best 
business practices.  
I think it's really hard because, you have to not, I am innately a people pleaser.  I 
think many women are.  And so you have to really say to yourself, ok, not 
everybody's going to like this, not everybody's going to like me, without knowing 
me, because they don't like the decision.  But this is the way we have to go 
forward.  You have to feel really good about the movement forward and very 
secure that you've done what you can.  I do this, you know.  To get the feedback, 
to think about it confidently in the context and then make a decision. And you 
gotta’ do it.  I keep telling myself, I don't like everybody, so it's probably ok that 
they don't all like me. (P3) 
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Being a successful and respected leader requires not only identifying one’s 
strengths, but also one’s weaknesses and shortcomings.  
And this is something I've learned about myself, that I'm bad at; and that for 
whatever reason, I could get away [with]. . . .  But it didn't hold me back, until I 
became the President.  And I hypothesized that's because, you are the number one 
person and you are under the microscope all the time.  This intellectual family 
that I mentioned I came from, we were a family of interrupters.  This is how it 
happened, we would be discussing something in the newspaper, and somebody 
would be going on and on and on, and there would never be a chance for me or 
my mother or anybody to say, I disagree with you, you forgot that.  So we'd have 
to break in and say, “Hey, you forgot.”  That is a disrespectful behavior.  And I'm 
bad at it, and I get called, and you know, it set me back a little bit as a President 
and as a result I've got the coach because I want to improve. (P5) 
 
P7 also acknowledged having to focus on correcting poor behavior and placing more 
emphasis on positive emotions:  
I'd say I'm good at bringing [together] diverse groups of people, building teams 
that are a diverse group of people, and good at getting people excited about stuff.  
You know motivate them to get to work hard on things.  I'm good at coalescing 
people around and accommodation, those types of things.  I'm a pretty good 
communicator.  I would say, I used to be quite impatient, but, cause I always want 
things to go faster than they actually do.  
 
However, in the end, as a leader there is usually a main goal they all strive 
towards and that is to be successful and make a difference while in a position of 
leadership.  
I definitely have a drive to succeed.  I want . . . I have a desire to make a big 
difference and small differences for people.  But you know, as I look back on 
what I hope will become my legacy [and] I want to have used my time and talent 
to the best of my ability.  And I believe that they're, so using my vision, using my 
intuition, and my drive to never settle for good enough.  Personally and 
professionally, you know, I'm, it makes me crazy when people settle.  And so I'm, 
I can't be comfortable in that space.  You know everyone once in a while I would 
try to do that, and it makes me crazy.  I can't.  So, I think that constant push for 
excellence and unwillingness to accept that I can't be as good as people need me 
to be.  You know that's important to me. (P4) 
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Nine participants described their perception of their personal leadership styles, 
characteristics, and shortcomings.  They revealed an understanding of the thought process 
that goes into being an effective leader.  It was stated by several participants that just 
because someone has obtained a certain position, it does not mean they should stop 
growing as a leader or stop the process of self-reflection.   
Leadership styles/qualities.  This sub-theme emerged as participants described 
leadership styles and qualities as well as personality characteristics they considered 
influential in preparing for and requisite for succeeding in the presidency.  They used 
words such as integrity, collaboration, risk-taker, consistent, humor, and exhibiting a 
positive attitude to describe their leadership styles and qualities.   
I have a lot of energy.  I'm really well organized.  I'm good at getting things done, 
I don't drop balls.  All of those kinds of things.  I think, also I'm extremely honest.  
And organizations really appreciate that. I like people.  All kinds of different 
people.  And you know, one of the things I often say is, you know, we're going to 
work, this is a really important project, we're going to work incredibly hard and 
it's going to be really difficult and we're going to have a ton of fun to.  And, so 
that sort of approach, which is we take on challenges that we think are important 
but we're really going to enjoy the journey of getting however far we get on this 
and the challenges I think are really valuable. (P7) 
 
P1 described her leadership style as “collaborative is the style that works the best 
for me. I am not a good solo leader, I'm not a good autocratic leader, I'm much better in a 
team, with a team.”  P8 strove to build team-oriented environments by motivating and 
exciting people: 
I aspire towards a kind of get ready to excite people.  To help people be 
passionate about the things that are most important.  And to inculcate a sense of 
mission.  And to share, to share and be open to share.  A collaborative thinking.  
And knowing and experiencing the world.  So I hope I'm that kind of leader.  
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P2 desired others to perceive “that I've been, that I've been honest with them.  
That I have been direct, honest and respectful.”  
I think what they valued and what I took for granted in myself is that I'm a very 
straightforward communicator.  You know I, I say what I think.  If I see 
something that I think I don't mean I don't know how to say that otherwise but I 
guess that's good enough.  I think I'm a direct honest and non-punitive sort of 
communicator.  I need if I wanted to be grand about it I would say that I think I'm 
a truth teller you know there's that that thing about well you know you really need 
people who speak truth to power and I think I do and I think it helped that I really 
didn't have any ambitions do you know what I mean.  I wasn't worried about 
burning, well it wasn't about burning bridges I wasn't worried about old was this 
going to be good for my career or my future or not I was happy doing what I was 
doing and so I think that they appreciated that and the fact that I don't shrink from 
conflict.  I think I'm good at dealing with conflict.  It takes an emotional toll on 
me but I think I'm good at doing it and I think that was another thing. (P2) 
 
P1 stated: 
I really care a lot about an issue and want to make sure that it moves forward and 
fits in for a new period of time, a new generation. . . . I think I've challenge people 
to hard work.  I hope I've challenged them to think about longer term of the 
impacts of their actions and not just today.  I hope I put a smile on some of their 
faces. 
 
Although it may not be considered typical, 2 of the 10 participants identified the 
importance of humor in the work place.  P9 stated, “humor [is] an important 
characteristic in leadership.  I think the humor characteristic and not, silly, slapstick 
humor, but something that will break the tension in a meeting, sometime helps.”  
Another thing I learned was, I laid off one guy and then I actually hired somebody 
else cause they just weren't doing their job.  And without those two people, there 
was this huge hole of humor.  And I realized how important humor is to me in a 
working environment.  It was like, killing me off not to have the humor people in 
my life.  I mean, really, becoming depressive, that bad.  And I know it was 
because, I mean my dad was unbelievably funny.  And my sister's unbelievably 
funny, and so I'm not.  But I thrive on it, you know. And it was like a huge hole in 
my life, truthfully a hole in my life, and I realized that's an important 
characteristic to have.  Of which, sounds stupid, it's not.  I mean, it contributes so 
much. (P1) 
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Some of the strongest characteristics were not “task” related, rather they were 
“value” related and contributing to creating a culture.  Whether a decision was right or 
wrong, the important element is that all involved felt valued and respected in the process.  
One of the things I really try to instill in my team is the willingness to forgive 
over and over again.  And understand that sometimes we play, almost a role of 
caring family member in terms of helping people to make the right decisions and 
to learn what it means to succeed. 
I'm very value-oriented leader.  Which means that I'm intuitive about what 
I think the message means, and I exercise judgment in interpreting and doing what 
is asked of me.  That I'm, that I really want to understand what it is that you want 
or need and help you to achieve that. . . . So If I can understand what you want, 
I'm always going to go above and beyond whatever the letter of the law is that 
you asked for, because it's an issue of pride for me to ensure that I'm always 
giving my best. (P4)  
 
Summary: Theme three leadership characteristics.  For this theme, four 
participants described the meaning of leadership, and they focused on characteristics they 
believed significantly contributed to successful leadership practices.  Participants also 
described themselves as leaders and looked at themselves introspectively providing 
honest insights as to where they have been and where they are in their leadership styles 
and qualities used in their positions.  The leadership qualities described by the 
participants—preparedness, integrity, collaboration, positive attitudes, and being 
transparent—were key qualities that assisted in leading to their success.  Participants also 
reported increasing pride and morale in their organizations using their styles and qualities 
as well as being a hard worker, honest, and consistent in leadership style as elements of 
their effectiveness as leaders. 
Theme Four: Advice to Women Aspiring the Presidency 
This primary theme emerged as participants shared their thoughts and detailed 
advice for women aspiring toward the presidency in higher education.  Participants 
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described lessons they have learned along the way as well as information they wished 
others had shared with them and that they knew before going into their positions.  They 
repeatedly noted that the key need was for women to be as prepared as they could 
possibly be for positions in leadership.  They called for future leaders to think about bold 
steps and purposeful decisions that will hopefully assist them in acquiring positions, to 
acknowledge the challenges they may face, and to think about what to expect or consider 
while in the role in president.  
Power moves for future leaders.  Participants spoke about the importance of 
aligning oneself with people who are already in positions of leadership.  They noted the 
benefits of emulating some of the best qualities a woman feels fits with her own personal 
style and desires.  Participants also spoke about the importance of being outspoken, 
preparing to be under a microscope, investing in oneself and looking the part of a leader.  
These things were described as “power moves” and bold steps in the right direction for 
aspiring women to take.  
By the nature of the position, presidents are required to make decisions that may 
not be popular; P4 described the importance of being a courageous leader.   
I think that to me the discipline of being a leader is to be disciplined to understand 
that you are the face of those decisions.  You must represent those in a 
professional way.  And people need to trust that you've heard and understood, and 
that you will carry the message forward at appropriately as you need to or should 
be doing.  But I think that sometimes in that spirit of needing to be liked, or not 
wanting to be aligned with the unpopular decision there's a lack of courage.  And 
I think the hardest thing for people is to be a courageous leader. 
One area of leadership preparation participants described as a power move was 
the importance of speaking up.  P1 expressed that simply being in the room and being 
silent is not going to get one recognized and allow one to gain the respect of others in the 
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field.  She encouraged aspiring women to take advantage of opportunities to provide 
input and be heard.   
I learned from one of my mentors . . . [when in a] professional meeting, find 
something to say.  Make sure that hand goes up at least once, say something.  
People got to hear you.  And you know, make it short and sweet.  Spiffy, say it.  
Don't be one of those people who people remember that talk too much.  But make 
sure you say something.  Make sure you're heard on something that matters to 
you.  Because if it matters to you, more of you [will] come out. (P1) 
 
Participants describe mentorship and its benefits for aspiring leaders.  They 
explain that mentorship is a powerful mechanism for determining how one should 
prepare for the presidency, not necessarily with only one person, but looking for qualities 
and leadership attributes that appear appealing and work well with one’s own personality.  
Those already in a position or in line for a desired position serve as strong role models.  
Whether it is sitting down for a one-on-one meeting or observing from afar, having 
mentors appeared to be critical for advancement.  
The two years I spent as Provost were critical, because I could see close hand a 
leader who I could determine what elements of his leadership style as President I 
would want to emulate and what I would not want to emulate.  So, so that kind of 
very close engagement with someone in the position.  On, you know a daily basis.  
I think is, is really critical to thinking about what is going to be important when 
you step into that role.  It's better than reading a book, you know.  It's, it's, and it’s 
actually forming some, for yourself, based on another person's functionality in 
that position, from up close.  Because you don't, you don't know as a student, as a 
staff member, as a faculty member what the life of the President is like. (P3) 
 
You play the game, so you figure it out.  You try to find the mentor who's got 
more power than you.  And have them introduce you to the right people.  Work 
your way through.  Or you can try to establish yourself as a leader by the strength 
of your ideas.  So, I focus on the latter, on the strength of your personality and the 
strength of your ideas. (P8) 
 
Participants also described the importance of aspiring women leaders to learn to 
network, noting that men seem to do it naturally.  Women have to strategically position 
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themselves to climb the ladder to success.  Seeking out talented individuals can be 
mutually beneficial. 
I think it's hard as women when we get into those roles, that we're not, because we 
don't maybe naturally network or work in the way men do, we sometimes forget 
that there, that's an important part of our work as well.  And you know my hope is 
to be better at that.  And to ensure that there is a need, and hopefully a high level 
of success for women that chose to do that, so that they create, just through their 
work an understanding of what excellence can look like when a women is well 
suited to a role and allowed to do magic there. (P4)  
 
Surrounding ourselves with really smart people, who can collectively help us all 
think better, you know, and clearer about a problem.  I don't need to be the 
smartest person in the room.  I want my team members to be really, really, smart 
and smarter about their area than I am. (P3) 
 
When taking on a leadership position like the presidency, participants explained 
they have to be prepared to be scrutinized or under a microscope.  It then becomes about 
perception and making intentional moves that enhances the ideal of fairness across the 
board.  Even innocent things may be picked apart and others may assume there is a 
hidden agenda, even when there is not.   
I think, when you're president, you're always under a microscope.  I think that 
when you're female, you're even more under the microscope than, especially if 
you're the first female, but even if you're not the first female, you're even more 
under the microscope.  It's because people are just very suspicious about what 
your agenda is and how you'll do different. (P7) 
 
Participants described a variety of areas that go beyond the requisite knowledge, 
skills, and abilities for a position.  They shared, that especially for women, so many other 
attributes are taken into consideration when being seriously considered for leadership 
positions.  As P9 described, this includes the importance of looking the part of a leader 
and being prepared when called upon: 
You might want to also observe how people dress. Because one of the things that 
get you, I always dress for my next job. I've seen people lose the job by the way 
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they dress for the interview…And there are just things that need to be said to 
young women, or even young men as they prepare for their next career.  
And you want to always have your resume ready. I’ve called people . . . 
and said, email me your resume right now [and they respond] “oh I got to get it 
ready.”  I got to get it ready?  Don't get it ready, have it ready immediately.  You 
know, if you did a presentation, you have that presentation put on as soon as you 
finish the panel, or right when you finish the presentation put it right on your 
resume.  You know.  Don't have to get it ready.  You know, by the time you get it 
ready, I've done whatever I needed to do.  So they're things like that I think are 
critical.   
 
Finally, P10 described a power move for aspiring leaders that is something not 
widely taught: the importance of investing in oneself.  Having the ability to reap the 
benefits of that investment now and in the future by saving money properly and attending 
conferences that will help grow one’s knowledge base and network is invaluable.  
I do a lot of keynotes and a lot work with women who want to aspire to the 
Presidency.  I still do that kind of work now that I'm retired.  And one of the 
things I want them to walk away with is there are so many institutes, leadership 
institutes that we talk about.  Here's what you need to do to learn the ropes.  What 
we seldom teach them, is how to manage their own money and resources so that 
they can leave on their own time rather than saying, I have a lot of colleagues, 
women and men, who say they can't leave because they've never put away money.  
Early in my career I started investing in myself.  Not only for retirement, 
but wherever I was I went to my boss, my supervisor or higher up the food chain.  
If I asked to go to a conference that I thought was really important for me to know 
and learn from, and they said there's no money.  I could find a way to go there 
because I had put away money and that was called investing in self. . . . I say it's 
so important to invest in yourself.  Everything else can be learned now, because 
there's so many leadership institutes around the country, and so these institutes 
will teach an awful lot.  We really dropped the ball on learning; you know 
teaching our future leaders how to invest in themselves so that they never have to 
beg for money to go somewhere.  
 
Challenges women face in the presidency.  Participants identified some major 
challenges women face in the position of president, based on experience and research.  
Six of 10 participants described feeling aspects of the “imposter syndrome 
(phenomenon)” even while in the Presidency, and spoke about the importance of needing 
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to believe in themselves and acting with a sense that one belongs and deserves to be 
there.  Four of 10 participants identified the loss of family time as a challenge women 
face. Three of the 10 participants identified the challenge of being taken seriously in 
meetings or compared to male counterparts.  P9 described three challenges women may 
face seeking the presidency:  
I think the biggest challenge has to do with the women's belief in themselves that 
they can do the job.  There was a lot of discussion about believing in ourselves 
and that we are competent and we have the skills and so forth, to go forward.  
I think that second challenge is, we don't go outside of our comfort zone.  
What I mean by that, we know our disciplines or whatever area is our main focus. 
But getting to know those other areas of the University. . . . So you know, 
stepping outside of our comfort zone.  You know, getting to know other areas of 
the university.  Working with people that we may not like as much to work with 
but we can learn from.  I think that's another one of the challenges that I think 
woman who aspire to become president might have.  
I think the third one is to know that there's going to be a certain amount of 
sacrifices in our own personal lives. And that has to do with work-life balance.  
You know, I have two grown sons that I had to raise sometimes as a single parent, 
sometimes with a spouse.  And that gets to be difficult at times.  You're not going 
to be able to have your career all at one institution.  And how do you pack up, you 
know. . . . So it can have a very detrimental effect on your life.  On your lives of 
your children, you know and so forth.  But it's, you know, hopefully, you know, 
getting to the top won't have that much in the future.  But it doesn't mean that 
there's a great deal of sacrifice in personal life.  So I think that's a challenge that 
you have to be aware of and so forth, if you want both family and career. (P9) 
 
P3 also identified how women are scrutinized based on their appearance.  The 
need to look the part is critical in what others’ first impression of you will be leading up 
to and in the role.  
The way you present yourself.  And this is not just in the presidency.  I think it's 
true in any career field.  Women's clothing, their hair, everything about them, 
their physician appearance is scrutinized.  In a way that, you know, guy goes and 
gets his dark blue or black suit, puts a tie on, you know, might have frayed around 
his, you know sleeves, but, the challenge is in dressing for the role, and I've heard 
that from many women presidents.  Ok, so there's like a uniform.  That's how I 
feel it.  You know, there's a uniform. And I’m actually a little more casual today.  
Then if I was in a meeting, I would have the uniform on.  So, but, so I think that's 
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one, that's one challenge, because there's a huge emphasis placed on the way 
someone looks.  Whether or not it's conscious, that's the way it is.  
The scrutiny on the, on the, the physical appearance side, also is, comes 
along with that scrutiny, is the public side of things you say, are you too 
aggressive, are you too competitive, are you, you know, things that men can get 
away with, women have a harder time with.  And people I think gravitate towards 
women who have a more kind of, gravitas, and certain weightiness to them 
without appearing like they're aggressive.  And so it's kind of framing the style in 
a way.  So family, appearance and has gotten in the way that a woman who has 
aspirations for her institution and for her future can come across labeled very 
derogatorily in a way that a man would not. 
 
While P6 identified that many women see balancing family life as a challenge, 
she discovered a way to make it work for herself and her family.  
I think that women are resistant about becoming a President because they see it as 
a very challenging difficult job.  And they see that it's hard to have a family and 
also be a president.  I actually differ with them. I think it was the most family, 
friendly job I ever had because people, because you were the top person, they 
welcomed you and your family.  
I did a lot of entertaining at the president’s house so my kids could be 
there.  You know it's much better than being at someone else's house.  You know, 
even though they were in their bedroom or whatever in their study, you know I 
was still home and they were there.  You can have a lot of fun with the job.  
There's a lot of responsibility, but you delegate most of it, because you can't 
possibly do it.  So you know the critical thing is getting a good team and trusting 
them.   
 
P3 described challenges in the presidency, “it feels great most of the time, [but] I 
think that the sad truth is, I think, that you really do have to work harder [than men].”  P1 
stated that through her observations, she found a challenge for women in the presidency 
to, “Being taken seriously . . . I don't get this.  But it's, it's largely around institution.  I get 
it at my level, and it's like wow.”  P10 described the continued existence of the good old 
boy network and its impact on women.  This impact includes women often feeling like 
that they are imposters in leadership positions:  
I think the first one we talked about the men, the good old boy network.  I think 
it's been documented that we [women] lagged behind, not only in the numbers but 
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also in our salary.  Also in the ability to, if it's not an institution that it can be 
run by women but also Board of Trustees.  You know, have the old mentality that 
the man has to run it, the men know better at it.  
We also, as women, do ourselves in, when we question, when we get those 
position and we don't step into that role and we- you know, we're like imposters.  
And someone's going to find out; I think it's called the imposter syndrome.  We 
question ourselves.  It's those, so that can do us in.  But everything else standing, 
if we've got the experience, we got the knowledge, the education; we should step 
into those roles.  But I think . . . that we can do it to ourselves, by feeling like we 
don't deserve these positions.  Or we get a mentality of an institution or board or 
other peers who think we shouldn't be there.  And then as minority women you 
have to really, we constantly fight against the white guys who are just in there, 
knowing people or convincing people . . . So I would be out in the bigger world 
and just see the men just, letting people know who they were and what they were 
about. And women, especially minority women, didn't do that.  I mean, they didn't 
promote themselves easily. 
I think there's still a lot of perceptions about, I still think there a lot of 
gender-driven concepts of leadership.  Both privileged certain ways of being and 
marginalize others.  And I think that these are really unconscious and deep in our 
culture.  They're cultural.  And they're systemic.  So I think that men and women 
participate in them.  We all participate in them. Because it's a systems issue. And 
so I think that women face much of the same barriers that we've always faced.  
And that is, so behavior from a woman is interpreted differently than the same 
behavior from a man.  I think those are still big issues.  And, even worse is that 
we're pretty unconscious about those issues.  So I think those are actually very 
important things to keep in mind. (P10) 
 
There are usually two sides in almost every situation.  P7 explained her point of 
view from both sides, advantages and disadvantages:  
In many ways I think women who aspire to leadership roles . . . I think you have a 
lot of advantages as well as disadvantages.  And advantages you're more visible, 
and there is a number of institutions are interested in having more diverse 
candidates in leadership positions.  But I feel like you are really competent and 
talented, hardworking and all those other things. Actually there are a lot of 
opportunities.  The quip side is I think you have to be better than the, I mean my 
sort of feeling is you have to be sort of twice as good as male candidates before 
people think you're really good because the expectations of women in leadership 
roles, you know they expect you not to do as well.  All the stuff about the 
stereotypes and they crucify us and so and so forth.  This strange combination of 
to really want to do it and if you're going to work hard and extremely talented 
chances are you're going to have a good shot at being successful and getting 
opportunities.  On the other hand, if you’re just hard working and talented, but not 
like over the top, I think it's harder to get chosen for positions. 
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Participants noted that a woman’s voice does not always carry the same “weight” 
as a man, in some instances, so aspiring women should be aware that it happens, but not 
allow it to shake their confidence in their skills and abilities.  P4 stated:  
I think that in many ways I've been lucky to have a leadership team that respects 
the voice of women.  But I can tell you that when you are in a broader meeting, 
for example, that it's not uncommon for a women leader to express an idea and it 
not necessarily be acknowledged until a male later expresses a version of the 
same idea.  And then suddenly that's recognized and moved forward on up.  
I think that politically, I don't, I have not invested the time in maybe the 
way my male colleagues do, in sort of positioning themselves.  I focus, probably 
much more on my performance.  And, you know, I get indignant at times, that it's 
clear that I have superior performance and yet other male colleagues are being 
acknowledged.  So they are focusing more on a lot of the political alliance and 
coalition building and I think that, you know, my style has been one of not 
focusing enough time and energy on that.  You know, it reached a point where I 
realized, that's probably not an effective strategy.  I need to be respectful that, you 
know, in many cases it's not about just performance.  So you know, I've always 
pushed myself to absolutely be the very best.  To meet every deadline, to have the 
highest quality and I feel that that hasn't been acknowledged.  But what I see is 
that sometimes the way opportunities play out, is very different, and it's not just 
based upon performance.  And I think that’s a trait that women sometimes fail to 
recognize as important.  So I'm learning my lesson.  
 
Women aspiring for positions of leadership, especially the presidency at a U.S. 
university or college will face challenges.  Nine of 10 participants shared some of the 
challenges they experienced in an effort to provide guidance to aspiring women while 
they are navigating on their own journey.    
Role of future leaders.  This sub-theme emerged as participants discussed the 
future of those aspiring leadership positions.  They suggested that preparation for 
leadership should be a purposeful endeavor.  Participants discussed specific examples and 
provided additional advice on how one may be most successful in a leadership position.  
P6 stated, a president “needs to be both, a good leader and a good manager.”  This 
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includes areas such as good decision-making skills, gaining confidence in self, 
showing respect and taking advantage of special project opportunities that may advance 
one’s career.    
They noted that one of the primary roles of a leader is to possess the ability to 
make good and sound decisions.  In decision making, one has to use sound judgment and 
sometimes that means pulling back because although it is the right decision, it could be 
the wrong time.  P1 described:  
[When] there's a decision we think we should have made, but we didn't. And it 
wasn't because it was the wrong decision, it's the right decision, the wrong time.  
We're not ready for it.  We're not.  So it would be a mistake, right now.  Even 
though it’s probably the right decision; to do that consciously is a good thing, you 
know.  Cause if we did it right now, it would be a mistake.  
There's other ways to solve problems.  It's a tricky one, because people 
want leaders to be decisive.  It's one of the things I had to learn.  Cause I don't 
tend to be, I, probably the generation I grew up in.  It was live and let live, you 
know.  It's like, don't force your way on other people.  But, I have learned that 
people really expect leaders to be decisive.  Make decision, not stall, not, but 
there's, that's true and something’s if you leave them alone for a little while, they 
solve themselves.  They just do.  And they're better off left alone.  Just let it be. 
But there's others that, even if you could be decisive about it, it's better to let other 
people solve them. Because they need that too, and sometimes their solutions are 
better and so it's flexibility in that.  It's good too. 
 
One of the effects of developing decision-making paralysis or buying into the fear 
of making the wrong decision is one’s confidence being broken and self-doubt creeping 
in.  P9 explained:  
And I think women, and maybe minority males as well, we tend to not believe in 
ourselves enough to be confident and strong enough.  And we got into, I don't 
know if you've read or you, I'm sure you know about the book, The Cinderella 
Complex, that we believe we're just not good enough to be where we are, and not 
strong enough.  And I think that's one of the big challenges that we have going 
forward.  Sometime I've seen women who are in pretty high up positions not step 
up and volunteer for something because they really don't want to be in charge or 
whatever.  Or they wait until somebody appoints them to something and it would 
be better if they would have taken the reigns.  You know and so forth.  So I think 
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that's some of our own personal challenges that we have.  The woman that 
wrote the book Lean In, we ought to take more chance to lean in and do those 
things. You know.  And not to say that many of us aren't. But I think many more 
of us should. 
 
Some believe respect is a right and some believe it is earned.  However, several of 
the participants in this study described it as necessary for the leader to be respected and to 
also be successful in their role.  They expressed that any leader greatly benefits from 
being respectful of others because people at all job levels and walks of life want to be 
respected.   
So I took my strengths as a counselor as a great listener, and these were some of, 
even some of these, like having fundamental respect for everyone, all the way 
down to the janitor.  Came from teachings from my father, my deceased father 
who said, “Everyone wants respect, everyone deserves it.”  And some of his 
teachings are what I incorporated into the way I treat people. (P10) 
 
My feeling is everybody has a job to do in life, and everybody should feel 
empowered to do it well and be respected during their time.  And it doesn't matter 
who you are and what your role is and what your income is. (P5) 
 
Taking advantage of opportunities that advance one’s career is solid advice for 
aspiring leaders.  Participants described the importance of women acquiring skills and 
experience that will put them above the rest.   
I would encourage women to take every opportunity, if they're interested in 
advancing their career.  They should take every opportunity to be the leader of the 
special project.  On a special steering committee, an interim chair of this or that.  I 
mean anything that gives them the opportunity to both develop skills and 
demonstrate skills, I think is a good thing to do. (P2) 
I you know there are some old clichés, but I think that their true. I think 
women get hired for what they have done, for their proven sort of capabilities. 
And men often get hired for their potential. (P2) 
 
Summary: Theme four advice to women aspiring for the presidency.  In this 
primary theme, three sub-themes were discussed.  Power moves for future leaders 
focused on the importance of being a courageous leader when making decisions, learning 
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to network, investing in self, and looking the part of a leader.  Nine of 10 participants 
encouraged aspiring women should take these types of bold and purposeful steps to 
acquire particular skillsets to present themselves as serious future candidates for 
leadership positions.  As women prepare for leadership positions, they should also be 
aware of some of the challenges women face.  This includes things such as being taken 
seriously in the boardroom and the struggle with family/work balance.  Finally, 
participants discussed the role of leadership in the future.  Nine of 10 participants 
discussed areas that felt women aspiring for the position of president should know or take 
into consideration while on the road to success such as taking advantage of all 
opportunities for career advancement and acknowledging the role confidence and respect 
plays in leading people.   
Results and Interpretations 
Four results that emerged from the four themes and sub-themes are described in 
the study’s findings.  In this section, these themes are presented as results that are 
described and discussed through the lens of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  The 
following results and associated interpretations inform the conclusions and 
recommendations that follow in Chapter 5.  
Result One: There is no clear set of leadership or personality characteristics that 
will assure a path to the presidency 
 
Participants in this study identified over 10 unique characteristics they felt were 
influential in contributing to their success as a leader.  During the interviews, participants 
spoke of characteristics such as integrity, positive attitude, risk-taker, collaborative, 
prepared, reflective, consistent, reliable, good listener, and the importance of a sense of 
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humor.  They spanned from leadership style to personality characteristics.  As 
participants experienced different traits and career paths, their perceptions of what 
characteristics it was best to possess varied.  This variation in description aligned with 
Cohen and March (1974) who concluded that their “examination of images of what the 
presidency should be, indicates that there does not seem to be a clear core of objectives 
that presidents should pursue and consequently, no clear set of attributes that will assure 
success” (p. 57).  Participants’ descriptions of their career path experiences suggest that 
after 40 years since the publication of Cohen and March’s (1974) research, higher 
education institutions and the academe have yet to create a clear or set path to the 
presidency.  Participants described their paths as something they “came across” or an 
opportunity that was presented.  It was not specifically sought after because a clear path 
had not presented itself for them to follow and they did not know how to obtain it.  
As stated in Chapter 2, leading an academic organization is a complex endeavor 
to undertake (Birnbaum, 2001; Bolman & Gallos, 2011; Cohen & March, 1974; Ross & 
Green, 1998; Ross et al., 1993); therefore, it is critical to the survival of the organization 
that the proper leadership is in place to sustain and move it forward.  Participant 
responses indicated it takes many characteristics to be successful in the position of 
president, but it is not only about possessing the characteristic, it is how they are 
implemented.  Sanchez (2009) indicated: 
Regardless of the background a president or CEO has, this individual must have a 
clear understanding that a university president is at the center of all the action . . . 
and] is making the decisions that potentially have significant impacts on the 
institution and all of its constituencies. (p. 19) 
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Eight of 10 participants at one time or another during their interview reflected on the 
importance of creating a good track record or history of good decision making.   
Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) suggested that most college presidents come from 
two major types of career paths: traditional and non-traditional.  Traditional career paths 
include “presidents whose professional trajectory suggests a commitment to higher 
education” (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 205).  Nine of 10 participants identified their 
career path as being traditional.  Non-traditional career paths included “presidents whose 
careers have alternated between higher education and external positions and who have 
had no previous higher education experiences” (Birnbaum & Umbach, 2001, p. 205).  
One of 10 participants identified her career path as non-traditional.   
Result Two: Those aspiring to the presidency benefit from engaging in mentorship 
opportunities 
 
The theme of personality characteristics in this study led to the sub-theme of 
mentoring and its role in participants’ success as leaders.  Eight of 10 participants 
described having a mentor at one point of another on their path to the presidency.  
Although 2 of 10 participants did not experience having a mentor on their path to the 
presidency, they did recognize the importance of having a mentor, noting they wished 
one had been available to them.  However, these two participants did obtain a mentor 
once they were in the presidency and the relationship was maintained throughout their 
time in the position.  It should also be noted that 4 of 10 participants self-identified that 
they were coached rather than mentored; however, the participants used both terms 
similarly.   
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Mentorship is conducted or carried out by building relationships and creating a 
network of support.  Hertneky (2008) conducted a narrative study that included an 
examination of mentoring relationships, leadership style, and the role of women college 
and university presidents.  He identified that having the ability to build relationships with 
others and participate in a network of support may contribute to being a successful 
president.  Participants described having the ability to go to someone else and be 
vulnerable by sharing their insecurities, fears, and areas of unknowns or simply to gain 
another perspective was invaluable to them.  Participants also valued the ability to have 
someone point out the things they were not doing correctly or should improve on to 
sharpen their skills and performance.     
Bates (2007) recommended women seeking a position in academic administration 
participate in mentorship programs to position themselves to become effective change 
agents.  As identified in this study, participants received mentorship from former bosses, 
colleagues, professors, and/or friends; therefore, there are several points of interaction 
available for those aspiring mentorship in preparation for the presidency.  
Result Three.  The path to the presidency is narrow and there are many challenges 
women need to work through to make the position more obtainable 
 
Since the 1980s, the number of women presidents in 4-year and graduate colleges 
and universities has grown, increasing from 9.5% in 1986 to 26.0% in 2011 (ACE, 2012).  
Although the percentage of women presidents of these institutions has increased, there is 
still an underrepresentation of women in the role of President (ACE, 2012).  Participants 
described the challenges they either experienced personally or challenges they know 
women may face when aspiring for the presidency.  These challenges included being 
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taken seriously in the position, being taken seriously by peers in the boardroom, and an 
ongoing lack of belief in self.  Participants described how they were unable to focus 
completely on the job because there were these other “forces” or distractions they had to 
face and overcome.   
Kampel’s (2010) research sought to “determine how women learn the skills 
necessary to lead as well as to examine the paths to leadership” (p. 1) and she concluded 
“that while women may be able to achieve positions of leadership, the path is narrow . . . 
and although women have come a fair distance, there [are] still obstacles to overcome” 
(Kampel, 2010, p. 196).  This study’s findings support Kampel’s conclusion, as 7 of 10 
participants described instances of not being taken seriously in the boardroom.  One 
participant described how she made a comment in a meeting and there was no discussion 
or traction to her idea; however, when her male counterpart made a similar suggestion 
using only few different words, the room erupted in agreement.  In this study and through 
participant descriptions, it appeared that this was a normal occurrence and had to be 
experienced throughout their career journey and even in the presidency.   
Participants also described the lived experience of the importance of believing in 
themselves.  Hiller (2005) introduced leadership self-identity, “the way we think about 
ourselves as leaders and what we believe leadership to be are important guides of 
subsequent thoughts and actions in the leadership domain” (p. iii).  Astin and Leland 
(1991) suggested, “leaders emerge from the critical interplay of personal values and 
commitments, special circumstances or historical influences, and personal events that 
motivate and mobilize people’s actions” (p. 66).  Participants discussed the insecurities 
that can arise in situations when self-doubt hinders the decision-making process in the 
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role of president at times because of the fear of not wanting to make the wrong 
decision.  Markus (1997) discussed how self-doubt can be improved over time, noting 
that looking at patterns of behavior through the lens of self over a period of time allows 
individuals to quickly assess or judge themselves in predicting the likelihood of similar 
future behavior.  If more women believed in themselves and their abilities to do a good 
job in the position, there may be a higher success rate for those occupying the position in 
the future.    
Result Four: Women aspiring to senior leadership roles should develop a diverse set 
of professional skills and networks 
 
The theme of advice to women aspiring to the presidency led to three sub-themes: 
(a) power moves for future leaders, (b) challenges women face, and (c) roles of future 
leaders.  Participants described the characteristics they perceived women aspiring to the 
position of president should have when considering the presidency: being a strong 
manager and leader, respect, supporting other women, and the importance of career 
development.  Kamm (1982) concluded that the increasing complexity of the modern 
university required a different style of leadership with a shift more toward managerial 
leadership and away from academic leadership.  Statements from 10 of 10 participants 
reflected leadership style, personality characteristics, and presidency preparation.  George 
(2003) suggested, “leadership begins and ends with authenticity.  It’s being yourself; 
being the person you were created to be . . . It is about developing the image or persona 
of a leader” (p. 87).  As participants learn more about themselves as a leader and build on 
their skills and networks, they will become better leaders.  Bolman and Gallos (2011) 
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concluded that university and college presidents require both self-reflection and are 
constantly looking at new ways of thinking and leading. 
Dennison (2001) argued that it is best for potential college and university 
presidents to have gained experience from multiple institutions to have a wider 
perspective of what higher learning institutions may need and be better equipped to offer 
solutions.  Eight of 10 participants had worked in either several other industries and/or 
institutions prior to gaining the presidency.  They expressed that it was their belief that 
gaining those other experiences was one of the key factors that positioned them for the 
position.   
Summary 
Chapter 4 contains a discussion of the four primary themes and 13 sub-themes 
revealed from 10 participant interviews.  The four primary themes were (a) childhood 
experiences, (b) career paths, (c) leadership styles/qualities, and (d) advice to women 
aspiring the presidency.  Drawing from these themes, four findings emerged.  The 
following four findings best display the lived experiences of the study participants:  
1. There is no clear set of leadership or personality characteristics that will assure a 
path to the presidency. 
2. Those aspiring to the presidency would benefit from engaging in mentorship 
opportunities. 
3. The path to the presidency is narrow and there are many challenges women need 
to work through to make the position more obtainable. 
4. Women aspiring to senior leadership roles should develop a diverse set of 
professional skills and networks. 
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The findings and interpretations presented were framed and discussed within 
the context of the literature review in Chapter 2 and inform the conclusions and 
recommendations presented in Chapter 5.    
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
“Leadership is not a position; it is a process, a state of being” (Dana & Bourisaw, 
2006, p. 89). 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore the reported and lived experiences of 
women who became college and university presidents, with the goal to create a better 
understanding of the leadership skills, career paths, and characteristics necessary for the 
next generation of women aspiring to these roles.  The phenomenological methodology 
was guided by the following research questions:  
 What are the lived experiences of women who have attained the position 
of president in a college or university system?  
 How do these women describe the essence of the experience of becoming 
a college or university president? 
 How do women college and university presidents describe “who they are” 
using the lens of leadership self-identity? 
This study began with the researcher’s desire to know more about the lived 
experiences of women accessing and holding presidency positions in U.S. universities 
and colleges.  Research suggests that higher education is experiencing a shortage of 
women in the top position of the organization (ACE, 2012).  Women aspiring to become 
college and university presidents need to have a better understanding of the skills, career 
paths, and characteristics needed to secure the position of president.  Although there is 
considerable research on leadership in general, and on leadership in higher education, 
there is only limited research on women leaders in colleges and universities. 
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Ten women who have held or hold the position of president in a U.S. 
university or college participated in the study.  The participants included one Native 
American woman, one African American woman, and eight Caucasian women.  
Institutions where presidency positions were held included 4-year and graduate private 
universities, liberal arts colleges, and public universities around the country.  Years as a 
seated president for all participants spanned 5-13 years.  Three of the 10 participants are 
currently retired.  
Participants described their childhood experiences, including family background 
and demographics, academics, their attitudes during adolescent and college years, and 
people who significantly contributed to their development as a leader.  They then 
discussed their career paths and any unexpected or significant career opportunities that 
supported their attainment of the position of president.  Participants also reflected on 
what it means to be a leader, describing themselves as leaders and identifying personality 
characteristics and leadership qualities that supported their success (e.g., preparedness, 
integrity, collaboration, positive attitudes, and transparency).  Finally, participants offered 
advice for aspiring women leaders, identifying some of the challenges women may face, 
speaking about career strategies and the role of university and college presidents in the 
future.  Nine of 10 participates encouraged women aspiring to take these types of bold 
and purposeful steps to acquire particular skillsets to present themselves as serious future 
candidates for leadership positions. 
Through in-depth analysis of interviews, four findings emerged from the data and 
analysis of themes: (a) There is no clear set of leadership or personality characteristics 
that will assure a path to the presidency, (b) Those aspiring to the presidency benefit from 
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engaging in mentorship opportunities, (c) The path to the presidency is narrow and 
there are many challenges women need to work through to make the position more 
obtainable, and (d) Women aspiring to senior leadership roles should develop a diverse 
set of professional skills and strong networks.   
Conclusions from the study are offered in response to the research questions; they 
emerged from the findings presented and are based on the voices, perceptions, and 
experiences of the 10 study participants.  This final chapter also offers recommendations, 
first for administrators in higher education who may have influence on the preparedness 
and selection of women for the position of president and then for women aspiring to hold 
the position of president in the future.  
Conclusions 
In alignment with the phenomenological data presented in Chapter 4, the 
conclusions presented are contextualized as responses to the three guiding research 
questions.   
Research Question One: What are the lived experiences of women who have 
attained the position of president in a college or university system?  
 
Participants in the study openly shared their personal and career experiences of 
having defied the odds and securing the position of college or university president.  They 
described growing up in a variety of childhood environments: some from privileged 
backgrounds while others had humble beginnings.  Regardless of their life circumstances, 
participants credit their parents and caregivers with instilling strong values and providing 
a supportive environment during their childhoods.  Most spoke about a childhood in 
which the importance of education was stressed and performing well was expected.  
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Their parents and caregivers viewed education as offering a golden ticket to a better 
life, and they encouraged participants to obtain higher educations.  For many participants, 
there was someone in their immediate family to show them the proper steps for 
successfully pursuing higher education, a few participants were left to figure it out on 
their own.  It was by grace, and some may consider destiny, that these participants 
discovered someone to help them through the process of graduating high school and 
going on to pursue higher education, as they set in motion the educational trajectory that 
ultimately led them to the presidency.  
For most of the participants, taking leadership roles was natural.  All participants 
described that at some point between childhood and undergraduate experiences, they 
“felt” like leaders.  Some participants participated in extra-curricular activities, which 
offered them insight and opportunities for leadership: learning the importance of 
teamwork, creating a desire to try new things, recognizing the importance of 
responsibilities, and again, experiencing the value of hard work.  Participants recalled 
that their attitudes on life at college age included acting with confidence, being open-
minded, and approaching academics with the desire not to disappoint themselves (or their 
family).   
As a group, the participants are intelligent and sure of themselves and their 
abilities.  Obtaining jobs was not described as a difficult task or problematic for the 
participants.  Most shared stories about being sought out for new jobs while they were 
still an incumbent in their role.  This ease of access to jobs is a common theme most of 
the participants experienced and relates to how others saw them.  
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With each role they obtained, their skills grew and more opportunities were 
presented.  They were observed by others and encouraged to take on more challenging 
roles.  For some participants, jobs were created for them because those at higher levels in 
the organization believed they had the aptitude to learn, and therefore could take on new 
areas and eventually master them.  No matter the task before them, they appeared to be 
successful in them.    
Research Question Two: How do these women describe the essence of the experience 
of becoming a college or university president?  
 
Participants in this study described their journey to the presidency as challenging.  
They spoke about the lessons learned.  For most, the presidency was not a position to 
which they aspired at the beginning of their careers.  It was after years of working and 
through career progression that presidency opportunities were presented.  Many 
participants developed key relationships with influential people who were in positions to 
hire and promote.  These people saw leadership qualities in the respective participants 
and encouraged them to seek the position or pushed them forward.  Although they self-
described as being nervous going into the new positions, they were also confident in their 
abilities to do a good job overall.  However, there were moments when a few of these 
women, who had attained success before and in the role of president, described moments 
when they felt like frauds or imposters.  They questioned whether or not they should be 
in the role and wondered if they could do a good job.  There are so many responsibilities, 
and sometimes they experienced a fear that they might “drop the ball.”  While successful 
and reaching one of the highest positions in higher education, some of these women 
described experiencing the “imposter syndrome” (see the “Literature Review”).  Despite 
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these thoughts and fears, these presidents continue to do what is needed and what 
they feel is needed to succeed.  
While in the presidency, participants who are fortunate enough to have mentors 
frequently rely on them.  They draw on their personal and professional networks to tap 
into areas with which they are unfamiliar.  This includes seeking advice on how to talk, 
how to dress, how to create a team environment, and thinking through key decisions.  
They express that having one or more people with whom they can be open and share their 
vulnerabilities is invaluable.  Forming supportive networks has been and remains key to 
their success.  The mentor relationships they have established help support their 
confidence and increase their skills; therefore, participants were willing to take more 
risks that furthered their vision.   
Being in the position of president, participants have the opportunity to make 
significant contributions at their institution as well as experience the satisfaction of 
helping students have a better academic and college experience.  However, as in most 
situations, there are challenges.  In the presidency, a significant challenge identified by 
the participants includes being taken seriously in the boardroom.  Equal recognition in the 
boardroom compared to male counterparts led some participants to feel like they had to, 
as women, worker harder than men and that the existence of the good old boy network 
continues to impact them and sometimes leaves them doubting their abilities.  A few 
participants expressed that some of the same barriers that have existed in the past are still 
faced by women today.  Participants noted that a woman’s voice does not always carry 
the same “weight” as a man’s so, in some instances, aspiring women should be aware that 
it happens but not allow it to shake their confidence in their skills and abilities.  Overall, 
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participants noted that service as president has been a rare lifetime experience that 
they would not trade for anything, noting they do not have any regrets.  They are 
committed not only to the position but to having a continuing impact on the communities 
they serve.   
Research Question Three: How do women college and university presidents describe 
“who they are” using the lens of leadership self-identity?  
 
The participants in this study described the fears, shortcomings, success 
strategies, personality characteristics and leadership qualities they believed they 
possessed.  They shared that leading offers a continual process of self-discovery as they 
continue to lead through teaching, participate in speaking engagements and panels, act as 
mentors, and hold leadership positions.  Through their process of self-assessment, they 
continue to learn more about themselves and act with assurance when making decisions.  
Although participants did not explicitly define their personal development process as 
leadership self-identity, their behaviors and the process of reflection fits into the 
definition of the theory as described in Chapter 2.   
Participants described themselves using both positive and negative descriptors.  
They acknowledged their self-identified strengths and shortcomings.  They used words 
such as transparent, collegial, spiritual, inclusive, respectful, collaborative, rude 
(interrupting others), courageous, risk-taker, and people pleaser.  These descriptors, as 
well as others, revealed an understanding of the reflective process that goes into being an 
effective leader.  It was stated by multiple participants that just because someone has 
obtained a certain position, it does not mean they should stop growing as a leader or stop 
the process of self-reflection.  
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Recommendations 
The following recommendations focus on providing insight and direction for 
college and university administrators and women aspiring to the position of president in 
U.S. colleges and universities.  Recommendations are also offered for further research. 
Recommendations for Higher Education Administrators and Senior Level Leaders 
Create a planned pipeline to support the movement of women from college 
faculty and administration to the presidency.  Higher education institutions need to 
create a pipeline that will help better position women to be in line for the presidency.  
Create programs to identify women with potential and create individualized development 
plans.  Identify key jobs that will provide the opportunities to enhance potential and offer 
insights and skills for senior level positions, where women may obtain the experience 
needed for eligibility when opportunities arise.     
Create structured mentor opportunities for aspiring women to assure access 
to senior leaders.  Women need to have better access to mentors who will help them 
succeed in their career endeavors.  By higher learning institutions creating structured 
programs and encouraging senior level administrators to participate, relationships that 
become successful may offer meaningful opportunities for aspiring women leaders from 
faculty and administrators who want to be prepared for the next level.  
Create leadership courses based on real-world/work life experiences.  
Students in college need to become better prepared for leadership roles.  Coursework 
needs to be developed that will provide more tangible and meaningful information in 
gaining real-world/work life experience.  There needs to be a fine balance between 
academic and theoretical coursework on leadership with experiential and internship 
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activities that allow young women to gain insight into leading at senior levels.  
Reading about leadership in a book is very different from living it.   
Recommendations for Women Aspiring to the Position of President 
Actively create a plan that will assist in managing your career.  Preparing for 
senior level leadership positions needs to be an intentional and well thought out process.  
Seeking assignments that call for innovation and offer new skills is key to one’s 
professional development.  Taking the time to reflect on experiences as they occur, 
identifying what is working and what is not, and making adjustments is critical to one’s 
professional development.  While there may be moments of self-doubt, approaching work 
with a sense of confidence is critical to one’s future success.  Creating a plan early on in a 
faculty or administrative career in higher education and adjusting it regularly may assist 
in acquiring the necessary leadership characteristics and position a person for increasing 
levels of responsibility.  
Create and gain access to a broad network of individuals.  Creating a network 
of individuals as a support network and resources to support you in approaching a variety 
of issues and circumstances will be beneficial while on the path to leadership.  The 
network does not have to be made up of individuals one considers “friends,” but would 
be better with a mixture of leaders, associates, friends, acquaintances, and mentors.  
These individuals will be able offer guidance, advice, connections, and contacts as well 
as support in moments of vulnerability.      
Seek special project opportunities to gain experience outside of core duties.  
When an opportunity presents itself to be part of a special project that will enhance or 
create a new skill or characteristic, “lean in” and take it.  These situations may allow one 
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to work with and be recognized by others with influence and create opportunities that 
may lead to a next level in career.   
Look the part of a leader.  Recognize the importance of appearance.  Observe 
those who are already in senior leadership positions and how they dress and carry 
themselves.  While not changing the essence of one’s nature, pick up on things to 
incorporate into one’s own appearance.  Always dress for the next position and not the 
current job.  
Work on breaking down barriers.  Based on the participant responses, aspiring 
women need to focus on breaking down barriers to assist in closing the gap of women 
obtaining the position of president.  This may be done by strengthening networking skills 
and establishing relationships with people with influence or with those who can provide 
insight into getting the position.  Women need to ensure their voice is heard by speaking 
up at appropriate times and being cognizant of their decision-making history.  They also 
need to manage any negative thoughts associated with the imposter 
syndrome/phenomenon and identify a support network that can help them reframe these 
feelings if they occur.  Holding the position of president in a college, university, or any 
organization comes with high expectations.   
Recommendation for Further Studies 
Given the limited research on women who hold the position of president in U.S. 
universities and colleges, recommendations for further research are offered.  
Repeat this study with a larger number of participants.  Securing additional 
participants from around the country would validate the findings and gain a broader 
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understanding of their experiences and development as a leader.  This may be done as 
quantitative research, to further validate these findings.   
Expand this study to include more participants of color.  In an effort to gain 
more insight into the women acting in the position of president, a well-rounded 
perspective would be beneficial in understanding the nuances of the journey experienced 
by women of color.  Diverse backgrounds bring diverse perspectives and add to 
knowledge in this arena. 
Conduct research on a group of women who aspire to the presidency.  
Identify female faculty and administrators who aspire to the presidency and secure their 
participation in a longitudinal research study.  These women would be followed as their 
career paths expand, documenting their experiences to gain a better understanding of the 
journey and what leads to success in attaining the presidency.   
Summary 
This chapter provides a deeper understanding of the purpose and significance of 
this phenomenological study.  The conclusions and recommendations emerged from the 
trail of evidence discussed in Chapter 4, and the themes and findings were identified from 
the analysis of the data.  The key findings illustrate that women in the position of 
president have some similar personality characteristics and leadership qualities that 
support their success.  Characteristics such as integrity, trustworthiness, fairness, 
collaborative nature, transparency, and preparedness were shared by the participants.  
Their childhood experiences and environmental influences helped set the foundation and 
inspired the participants to pursue leadership professions.  Although none of the 
participants originally set out to seek the position of president, their career paths and 
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trajectories led them to the presidential seat.  Through strong mentorship relationships 
and by others observing them and positioning them for new roles, the participants grew 
into stronger leaders; their talent was perceived by others before they saw it for 
themselves.   
Women in positions of president want to inspire other women who desire 
positions in senior leadership.  They provided sound advice for future leaders.  This 
included being a courageous leader, learning and building one’s network, investing in 
oneself, and looking the part of a leader.  However, they noted that aspiring women 
should also be aware and acknowledge the challenges one may face in a senior leadership 
position; this includes gender inequality evidenced by not being taken seriously in the 
boardroom and occasional bouts of experiencing the imposter syndrome.   
What emerged from this phenomenological study expands the understanding of 
the journey and experiences women who have held the position of president endured to 
get to that place.  Their journey helps shed light on what the path has been and what the 
path may be.  For those aspiring women who may one day become college and university 
presidents, the descriptions may provide hope and be used as a beacon to guide their path.  
Women are a force to be reckoned with and are on the rise . . . the best is yet to come, 
enjoy the process.    
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 
 
 
1. Please tell me about your journey to the presidency at a college or university? 
 At what point in your career did you decide to pursue the position of 
presidency? 
 What steps did you take to get there? 
 Have you experienced any unique opportunities that contributed to 
your preparedness for the position of president?  
  
2. Explain how it feels being a woman who has secured a position predominately held 
by men? 
 
3. What do you feel are some of the challenges for women aspiring to become college 
or university presidents? 
 
4. The word “leader” can mean different things to different people. What does it mean 
to you? 
 
5. Describe yourself as a leader? 
6. What do you believe are your greatest strengths you bring to an organization? 
7. While interacting with others, professionally, what would you like for them to walk-
away with knowing about you as a leader? 
8. Throughout your career you have come into contact with many people, how do you 
believe your presence and influence has affected others? 
9. Based on your experience, what style of leadership has been most successful for you?  
10. Please tell me about your childhood environment, family structure and community? 
 What impact did those things have on who you are today? 
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11. What childhood experiences or influences, if any, do you believe helped guide 
your career path to the presidency? 
 How did these experiences or influences impact your development as 
a leader? 
 What type of activities, if any, did you participate in as a child or 
adolescent, if so what impact do you believe they had on your 
personal and professional development?  
 What type of attitude about life do you recall having as an adolescent 
and then as a college student? 
 
12. Did you have a mentor or other positive role model to either seek advice or emulate 
positive behaviors which significantly contributed to your development as a leader 
and if so, describe those experiences? 
 
13. What personality characteristics and/or events in your life do you believe have helped 
you to be most successful in your journey to the presidency at a college or university?   
 
Do you have any additional thoughts or experiences to share that might be pertinent to my 
research? 
(Thank the interviewee for cooperation and participation.) 
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Appendix B: Letter of Invitation 
 
 
 
August XX, 2013 
 
Dr. Name 
Name of College or University 
Street 
City, State, Zip 
 
Dear Dr. XX, 
 
My name is Katrina L. Jackson, and I am a doctoral candidate pursuing an EdD in Educational 
Leadership and Management at Drexel University Sacramento.   My dissertation, entitled The The 
Making of a Leader: A Phenomenological study of the Lived Experiences of Women, seeks to 
understand the essence of the experiences of women who have served as President at U.S. Colleges 
and Universities.  
 
This qualitative study seeks, through the narratives of female college and university presidents, to 
explore the phenomenon of women accessing and holding presidency positions in colleges and 
universities by studying those who have succeeded; seeking to understand how women who secured a 
college or university presidency have defied the odds.  The purpose of this study is to explore the 
reported and lived experiences of these women who became college and university presidents, with 
the goal to create a better understanding of the leadership skills, career paths and characteristics 
necessary for the next generation of women aspiring to these roles.  
 
With your experience as a college or university president, I would like your narrative to be included in 
my study. Your participation in this study would add immensely to understanding the unique that exist 
for female leaders of color in academe. Ultimately, the study seeks, within a conceptual context of 
leadership self-identity, to produce narratives to illustrate the backgrounds and career paths of female 
college and university presidents.  
 
I anticipate that your participation would entail one personal interview lasting 90 minutes or less, with 
any follow up questions or via email and/or phone. I am hoping to conduct the interview between 
September 9th and October 15th.  I am available to meet at your convenience, at a location of your 
choosing or possibly virtually (via Skype).   
 
I will follow up by email and/or phone next week. If you choose, you may also contact me by email 
(km839@drexel.edu) or by phone (916-677-6422) to discuss the study. If you are not able to 
participate in this study, but are able to refer another colleague that meets the criterion for this study 
(current or former female college or university president), I would appreciate your referral, please 
forward their contact information to me or mine to them.  
 
I thank you in advance for considering my request and hope you are available to participate in this 
study. I am looking forward to meeting with you to learn more about your invaluable knowledge and 
experience as a female college or university president.  
 
Sincerely, 
Katrina L. Jackson 
